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The purpose of this study was to describe the civic content of children’s 
literature.  A content instrument was prepared to measure the presence of civic 
and political concepts within a sample of children’s literature consisting of 51 
bestsellers and 35 Newbery Award winners from 1960-2001. 
While manifest political agendas are minimal within children’s literature, 
this study found a heavy presence of civic content as defined by civic education 
standards.  Children’s literature is permeated with the structure, skills, values and 
behavior of democracy.  Findings show that civic content corresponds with 
developmental characteristics in children of the relevant age group. 
Findings also reveal that some civic concepts tend to cluster together.  I 
identify these as civic narratives likely to be found within children’s literature.  
These narratives show that some civic concepts are consistently used with one 
another.  I also show that much of the civics concepts found in children’s 
literature is an extension of their development, not due to some political agenda. 
I recommend that civic education be given the attention it deserves and 
that further research is needed in both how child citizens develop and the content 
of other forms of mass media. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
PLEASURE READING AND CIVIC EDUCATION 
 
Pleasure reading is a habit that parents and teachers try to develop in all 
children.  Sometimes they conclude that any kind of reading is superior to time 
spent on any other leisure activity: “Well, at least they’re reading instead of” and 
fill in the blank. But there is always the chance that what children read 
undermines the other things aimed for by society and parents.  In civic education, 
the goal of creating good citizens may be promoted or subverted by any number 
of books.  As the impact of any single book is extremely subjective, any teacher 
or parent would wish to provide the book with the best odds of making a positive 
impact.  But left with the dilemma of picking one book that may be the only 
chance of introducing or reinforcing the lessons of good citizenship, what book 
would be best? 
The impact of any public policy upon children is a constant feature of the 
rhetorical battle between the political parties of modern America.  The potential 
of cutting funding to cherished programs such as Head-Start or the prospect of 
pushing young children into poverty by giving tax cuts to the rich have been 
reliable tools for mobilizing the public to take a stand on a number of issues.  The 
accuracy of such claims is not nearly as interesting as the invariable intensity that 
they have been able to arouse.  The importance of the next generation is 
trumpeted by both Democrat and Republican, conservative and liberal.  The 
parent of this concern has been the belief of most Americans that responsible, 
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productive adults are made and not born. Traditionally, Americans in general and 
child study experts have exhibited a belief in the perfectibility of children (Hatch 
1995: 119).  In response to this, we spend much of our society’s resources on 
protecting the young, educating them, and trying to find better ways to ensure 
they become good, productive members of society. Public civic education is no 
exception to this dynamic. 
By extension, American political thought has assumed that good 
democratic citizens are made and not born.  Public civic education has historically 
been the means by which this accomplishment occurs, as when Thomas Jefferson 
noted that “education is the most legitimate engine of government” (Griswold 
1959: v).  Specifically designed civic education curriculums exist within 
America’s school systems for the purpose of producing desirable qualities in the 
citizenry.  This purpose reflects much of the same difficulty and promise faced in 
the more general aim of raising children. Just as parents worry constantly that 
“bad influences” such as their children’s peers and popular culture may lead to 
bad behavior; pundits and political scientists wonder about the impact of culture 
on future citizens.   
Underlying these desires is the current state of cultural conflict in the 
United States, sometimes referred to as a “cultural war” (Hunter 1991; Gates 
1992; Dworkin 1996).   Several of the most contentious and passionate issues in 
current politics revolve around “cultural” issues that are largely symbolic in 
nature.   These cultural symbols consist of assumptions of what the “good 
society” is, what we must do to achieve it, and what constitutes a “moral” life. 
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These symbolic aspects of our collective life are great sources of conflict and 
solidarity.  A large part of the activities in the public arena are based on these 
assumptions. Therefore, culture plays a large role in the ideological practices of 
organized interests and the opinions of individuals (Williams 1996). 
The same concerns have been repeatedly pointed out in political 
socialization research that notes formal civic instruction is often overwhelmed by 
informal cultural learning.  The result, according to many observers, has been a 
cultural message that undermines the content and tone of the civic education 
curriculum (Weissberg 1974; Putnam 1995).  The importance of this observation 
relies upon the contention by some that the concept of childhood is a cultural 
invention and does not have a “permanent and essential nature” (Hatch 1995: 
118).  Therefore, the nature of children cannot be assumed to be universal and it 
can be changed according to exposure to the national culture.  As the “sum of the 
fundamental values, sentiments, and knowledge” of a nation, political culture is a 
large part of what constitutes the politics of a nation (Pye 1995: 965).   
A nation is more than the territory and natural resources within its borders, 
but is also an expression of identity.  Iriye (1979) has described nations as 
‘cultural systems’ that have distinctive traditions, social and intellectual 
orientations, and political arrangements.   As part of the development of a distinct 
identity, nations develop ideas and concepts to provide meanings for their 
existence.  Cultural systems rely upon an interaction between formal mechanisms, 
such as codified law, organized force, and governmental institutions, and informal 
mechanisms such as customs, religious beliefs, language and symbols.  Cultural 
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systems, democratic or otherwise, are held together “both by public authority 
organizing and enforcing law and order and by significant symbols that impose 
meaning on experience and provide a specific construction for particular 
individuals” (Iriye 1979: 320).    
Culture, as an informal mechanism of society and created symbols, is 
partially created through art, of which literature is a constituent.  Art is a means of 
communication throughout society and thus becomes a setting for political 
conflict.  Though put into different realms, art and politics often come together 
and not always as the intent of the artist.  Art “challenges or complements 
political vision, reinforces or spurns political mores, enjoins social integration or 
promotes social alienation,” and cannot be considered a neutral force (Barber and 
McGrath 1983: x).  Art is a means of communication that tries to reveal, and 
sometimes create, our common nature and goals (Barber 1983: 1).  Just as politics 
is referred to as a game, politics is also effectively allegorized as theatre, “a drama 
played simultaneously by and before many audiences” (Edelman 1964: 130).  As 
theater, politics displays common symbols to the audience that consumes them 
and makes the symbols a part of their understanding of the larger world.  Symbols 
then become a part of the culture, not through an accurate understanding but by 
how common an understanding is among the audience. 
 Dubnick (1998) notes that civic education is ‘fundamentally transmitted’ 
through these symbols and are given shape by the use of narratives.  A narrative, 
as a “semiotic representation”, is constructed of signs that meaningfully connect a 
series of events in a temporal and causal way (Dubnick 1998: 14).  In this case, 
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civic education has incorporated a dominant narrative at various times in 
American history about what it means to be a citizen.   
This process is important for its role in the development of the civil 
society.   Traditionally and theoretically, a vigorous civil society is marked by 
broad and deep citizen participation and has been at the heart of a meaningful 
democracy (Verba, Scholzman and Brady 1995; Dahl 1998). The importance of 
the civil society springs from its position between private society and the 
government.  It is here that citizens discuss matters of importance to all in the 
community; in a manner to “exceed the commands of the state and the demands 
of the market” (Keren 2000: 1). Civil society has developed outside of the official 
state in the form of modern political parties, social movements and other private 
associations.  These associations and organizations were developed to protect 
their members against the encroachment of the state’s absolute power and its 
possible use for advantage by other private groups (Keane 1988).  Constitutional 
structures that act as bulwarks against state power, such as the separation of 
powers and federalism, exist within the government’s own architecture.  Yet even 
the designers of those very institutions warned against relying solely upon them, 
as when Thomas Jefferson noted that “every government degenerates when 
trusted to the ruler of the people alone” (Quigley and Bahmueller 1995: 11).  
Democracy is consistently renewed by the active participation of its citizenry.  
Therefore, the example given by historical figures, the myths, and the images that 
encourage political participation help to sustain democracy through renewing the 
political culture.    
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In recent years, this area between the public and private spheres has shown 
signs of decline as political participation and civic involvement have fallen to 
very low levels (Putnam 2000; Bellah et al. 1985).  Some see danger in these 
trends as a listless civil society allows a government untroubled by an active 
citizenry to assert its power and possibly deny individual rights or the rule of law.  
Others have found that while the traditional modes of political participation have 
declined, civil society is still strong and has merely shifted to other areas of 
society.  In particular, Verba, Scholzman, and Brady (1995) find that the rates of 
political volunteerism have not declined but membership in civic organizations 
has.  These researchers say that those who are troubled by the health of the civil 
society are merely looking in the wrong place.  Instead, the character of political 
participation has changed from structured organizations to more individualistic 
outlets that better reflect current lifestyles (Bennett 1998).   
So though both sides of this debate may disagree concerning the present 
health of the civil society, they agree that its existence is necessary.  Therefore, 
there is a broad sentiment that our civil society must be nurtured.  A vigorous civil 
society exists when its members exhibit civic virtue, doing what a citizen is 
supposed to do.  Traditionally, civic virtue has meant the willingness of the 
citizen to set aside private interests and personal concerns for the sake of the 
common good.  A citizen does this by going beyond her legal status into an 
ethical dimension and performing tasks that, one, are socially necessary and, two, 
are done for the advantage of the people with whom she associates (Dagger 1997: 
14).  Inherent in this understanding is the belief that civic virtue is born of training 
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and education that endow citizens with the civic commitments and dispositions 
that provide for the healthy functioning of democratic government (Quigley and 
Bahmueller 1995).  Political scientists generally acknowledge that well-designed 
institutions work hand in hand with a citizenry equipped “with the appropriate 
knowledge, skills, and traits of character” to provide for an effective democracy 
(Galston 2001: 217).   Consequently, many are attempting to strengthen the civil 
society by equipping citizens with the tools they need to be effective members 
(National Commission on Civic Renewal 1998).     
But the democratic experience is much broader than the formal civic 
education offered by our public schools.  Educational attainment has been 
consistently shown to be an influence on political knowledge (Delli Carpini and 
Keeter 1996; Zaller 1992; Campbell et al. 1960).   It does not automatically 
follow that civic education is the key to the character and extent of future civic 
behavior.  Perhaps, “equally, if not more important, than formal political 
socialization is the more informal political learning that people just seem to pick 
up without being very aware of it” (Weissberg 1974: 16).  All education is civic in 
that general levels of education affect levels of knowledge and subsequent 
participation, both qualitatively and quantitatively (Galston 2001).  Further, it has 
been found that environmental factors within schools such as students’ perception 
of the school as a community or their extracurricular activities affect civic 
consciousness.  And even more “remarkably, the informal civic education that 
occurs in such non-civics courses as English literature may be more effective than 
civic education as currently taught” (Conover and Searing 2000: 111-113). The 
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implication of this is that civic education courses may not be as effective as 
desired due to the influence of factors outside the control of the educators and 
policymakers who design the curriculums.  Yet formal civic education courses 
and activities continue to be the focus of research and policy in discussions 
relating to the health of civic society. 
Formal public civic education, in the form of classes, service requirements 
for graduation and school-sponsored activities, plays a major role in this endeavor 
by exposing and training young people in schools.  Formal civic education places 
the onus of creating new citizens on the backs of educators and, consequently, 
schools have taken center stage in research and policy.  Following this movement, 
recent studies by Torney-Purta, Schwille, and Amadeo (1999), Niemi and Junn 
(1998), Westholm, Lindquist, and Niemi (1990) and others have concentrated on 
curriculum, service requirements and teaching styles to investigate their effect on 
civic knowledge and skills.  In addition, the importance of schools in the training 
of new citizens is arguably higher now due to present trends of lower political 
participation.  Idiosyncratic political participation has increased while structured 
civic organizations have declined in membership and importance.  Other 
customary sources of training and socialization, such as the family, churches, 
political parties, youth organizations, and trade unions, have also lost much of 
their influence.  Public schools, as the only coherent society-wide institution, are 
therefore expected to fill the gap between a political system that needs high levels 
of participation and a society that has lost much of its ability to mobilize that 
participation (Ruget 2001). 
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Democratic theory demands a “minimum level of citizen competence” and 
places much of the burden of ensuring that competence on “social institutions, 
especially schools” (Westholm, Lindquist, and Neimi 1990: 177).  The argument 
for schools as the instrument for childhood citizenship training flows from 
practicality and their unique status.  With the demise of the draft-supported 
military, public education is the closest thing the United States has to a “total 
institution acting in the name of the state” (Jennings and Markus 1976: 146).  As 
an appendage of the state, public schools are in a unique position to provide 
comprehensive exposure to the importance of citizenship. Children spend a large 
proportion of their time in school with the express purpose of becoming educated.  
In addition, it is the only institution able to compel attendance.  Other 
organizations, like youth organizations or political parties, only gain exposure to a 
portion of the population since attendance is voluntary. And unlike other sources 
of civic education and knowledge in a democracy, schools are regulated by the 
state.  This provides for a possible unity of message that is unlikely to be gained 
from the general society through private schooling or efforts by political parties, 
organized interests, or the media. 
However, political socialization studies have continually noted that 
schools do not shape the whole democratic citizen.  Though it has never been 
anyone’s position that individual political development is influenced solely by 
what is learned within school walls, it has been assumed that schools played an 
important if not dominant role.  Instead, many early studies that tried to isolate the 
impact of schools led to the suspicion that formal attempts to create citizens were 
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ineffective. In a landmark study that shaped this understanding, Langton and 
Niemi (1968) found that the civics curriculum of U. S. high schools had no 
significant effect on the political beliefs of students and the variation they did find 
was better explained by factors such as race and whether or not the student was 
college-bound (Niemi and Hepburn 1995: 11).  Additional studies by Litt (1963) 
and Jennings, Ehman and Niemi (1974) seemed to confirm this when they 
reported very weak findings when trying to associate civics curriculum content 
with more subjective concepts like political sophistication and understanding.   
Recent works have been able to partially redeem the role of schools.  
Travers (1983), Westholm, Lindquist, and Niemi (1990), and Niemi and Junn 
(1998) suggest that formal civics classes can make a significant contribution to 
the knowledge students possess. But this does not mean that such results indicate 
a complete list of sources for the political socialization of young people (Delli 
Carpini and Keeter 1996).  A consensus has acknowledged schools “operate in the 
environment that surrounds them” (Niemi and Junn 1998: 148). The role of 
schooling is no longer understood as leading or directing the political 
development of students but instead operating alongside other sources.  Thus, 
political socialization research has concentrated in two areas: first, the content of 
the political knowledge children and adolescents have and, second, the relative 
influence of different sources of knowledge (Bar-Tal and Saxe 1990).    
Classic general studies of political socialization from this second vein of 
research have been an effort to examine the role of political socialization agents, 
especially in the form of family, school, peers, and media (Hyman 1959; Dawson 
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and Prewitt 1969; Easton and Dennis 1969; Hess and Torney 1967; Jennings and 
Niemi 1974).  As we will see in chapter two, investigators have gathered a lot of 
knowledge regarding each agent’s impact.  Davies (1965) fixed the family as the 
“major means for transforming the mentally naked infant…into the adult” (11).  
More recent work has refined this statement, noting that the parent legacy is 
strong, but that much of a person’s political development occurs “outside of the 
family tradition” (Beck and Jennings 1991: 742).  Likewise, Sigel notes that “the 
peer group is an important socializer…in the fact that it offers youth the first 
opportunity to look at a nonfamilial reference group” (1970: 413).   Graber (1997) 
notes that children have just as much “direct contact with the media” as with the 
systematic nature of formal school settings and that high school students mention 
the mass media more often as a source of information than other agents (1997: 
191-2).   
Though not foremost in the political socialization literature, there is a 
distinguished line of research investigating the impact of the mass media on 
individual political development.    It has been repeatedly found that the news 
media, both print and broadcast, “play a central role in political socialization” 
(Chaffee and Yang 1990: 137).   Buckingham (1997), Garramne and Atkins 
(1986), Hart, Smith-Howell and Llewellyn (1996), Martinelli and Chaffee (1995), 
and others find links between news media consumption and political knowledge.  
But there have been two problems with this line of research that limits its strength 
as an analytic tool.  First, Chaffee and Yang (1990) notes most studies use the 
term “mass media” repeatedly but usually mean television, and at best they 
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include newspapers and newsmagazines.  A complication stemming from this is 
that content of the information examined has largely been news, not 
entertainment.  Many children regard news very negatively; they consider it an 
adult domain they don’t wish to be a part of (Cullingford 1992; Buckingham 
1996).   This impairs understanding the role children’s literature may play in the 
political socialization of children along two distinct dimensions, the content of the 
information and the nature of the medium.   
Political socialization research has generally ignored a particularly strong 
member of the mass media, children’s literature. The depth and scope of the 
industry argues for examining the content of children’s literature alongside 
television programming as a source of political learning.  Children’s literature has 
long been controversial as parents, educators, librarians and society have 
recognized the potential impact of books.  But reading and the content of books 
have rarely been examined in the context of civic education. Some researchers 
have examined children’s literature for their content in regards to public service, 
but this has been a very narrow focus (Marshall 1981; Cook 1983; Chilton and 
Chilton 1993; Cooper and Schwerdt 2000).   It reflects the early notion, put forth 
by Greenstein (1960) and Hess and Easton (1960), that children’s literature could 
be a source for positive views about political leaders.  Broader examinations that 
take into account political aspects of children’s literature have either investigated 
the ideological motives of the writers (Littlefield 1964; Zipes 1983) or treated the 
books as indoctrination (Dixon 1977; Dorfman and Mattelart 1975).   
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But to consider reading only for its overt political content would be 
misguided.  General reading can have great utility for democratic citizenship, as 
noted by in the reading habits of the most illustrious of the Founding Fathers: 
“The four master builders, Hamilton, John Adams, Jefferson, and Madison, were 
probably the most widely read men of their age” and their reading, according to 
Adams, “undoubtedly contributed to produce the Constitution of New York, the 
Constitution of the U.S., and…the writings of Publius, called the Federalist” 
(Griswold 1959: 62-63). In his Pulitzer-Prize winning biography, David 
McCullough cites Harry Truman as a president profoundly influenced by his 
reading:  “his own reading of ancient history and the Bible made him a supporter 
of the idea of a Jewish homeland in Palestine” (1992: 597), and in regards to 
seizing the steel mills in 1952, he believed that “from his reading of history,…his 
action fell within his powers as President and Commander in Chief” (1992: 896).  
These tendencies among the research mean we ignore the vast majority of 
media consumption by children, which is done for the purpose of their 
entertainment and often in the form of books they read or have read to them.  
There are reasons to believe that children’s literature is an effective means of 
socializing future citizens.  The habit of reading itself has been found to be a 
distinguishing factor between those who are politically knowledgeable and active 
versus those who are not (Chaffe and Yang 1990; Bennett, Rhine, and Flickinger 
2000).  Further, the probable influence of literature is not adequately 
approximated by scholarly use of news content.  News media differs from 
literature in that it is overtly political when relating facts, describing political 
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figures, and explaining government institutions.  Children’s literature is 
“manifestly apolitical” in terms of overt political content but is extremely rich in 
“cultural definitions underlying everyday politics” (Cook 1990: 40).  It helps to 
set the stage for better understanding and wider dissemination of the “deeper 
meanings of the national myths, cultural sediments, and political symbols that 
constitute American political culture” (Yanarella and Sigelman 1990: 2). 
As the “sum of the fundamental values, sentiments, and knowledge” of a 
nation, political culture “give[s] form and substance to political processes” (Pye 
1995: 965).  Therefore culture provides much of the foundation for normal, 
everyday politics and is a major tool for understanding it.  Many facets of 
American politics are better understood when subsumed under a much broader 
cultural heading.  For example, scholars have repeatedly noted the impact of John 
Locke and his particular thought on American political culture (Hartz 1955; 
Hofstadter 1948; Boorstin 1953).  Correspondingly, Fishman (1990) notes that 
Locke’s thought has set the premise from which popular, modern novels have 
sprung.  The works he examines, such as John Cheever’s short stories, John 
Updike’s The Couples, and Richard Yates’ Revolutionary Road, chronicle how 
Locke’s solution to the relationship between moral obligation and the 
independence of the individual fails when put to the test.  As Walzer (1970) notes, 
Locke’s theory of obligation begins with the absolute independence of freely 
willing individuals and ends with the state as the servant and instrument of 
individual desires.  Therefore, obligation is a matter of choice and not in force at 
all times and places.  The individual is not always able to make this decision in a 
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way that goes beyond her own personal benefit.  Fishman (1990) suggests that by 
dramatizing the relationship between obligation and the individual in novels, 
Locke’s failure is more easily seen and much more powerfully communicated 
than by an abstract discussion of the type usually found in academic works. 
In much the same way, children’s literature becomes important from its 
ability to perpetuate and renew the political culture (Cook 1981).  The strength of 
children’s literature as a socializing agent springs from the notion that “the most 
basic human mind is a storytelling one” (Huck, Hepler and Hickman 1979: 7). 
Jerome Bruner (1990) states that the physical world may be discovered through 
logic and abstract principles, but the social world is related to us through the use 
of stories and narratives.  In effect, the social world, and by extension the 
political, is revealed through stories that report the experiences we have and that 
we share with others; meaning we experience life “as a series of overlapping and 
fluctuating stories” (Engel 1995: 9).  Through the form of stories and narratives, 
children construct the world into terms they can understand and learn how to 
relate to the world around them.  Culture provides the source material for their 
constructions.  In particular, it is not the specifics of stories they hold on to, but 
“the recurrent patterns of values, the stable expectations about the roles and 
relationships which are part of their culture…which make stories an important 
agent of socialization” (Appleby 1978: 52).  
But culture consists of more than the objects of values, beliefs, and ideas 
that Pye suggests in his definition.  Culture can also be the means through which 
contemporary politics are pursued (Williams 1996).  Rhetoric, symbolic displays, 
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the authoring of books and other cultural expressions are tools which are used to 
gain political goals.  Heisey (1997) notes that public political communication, 
mainly in the form of speeches and media campaigns, are built upon cultural 
metaphors and influences.  The American president, as the only officeholder with 
a nationwide constituency, has been singularly able to use culture as a rhetorical 
tool.   Tullis (1987) argues American politics have been transformed by modern 
presidential rhetoric.  Modern presidential rhetoric has been directed at the people 
rather than Congress and consisted of references to general principles, such as 
those in the Constitution, rather than the merits of particular policy proposals.  In 
support, Hart (1989) concludes even more broadly that the public speeches of the 
president no longer consist of communicating the process of government but is a 
method of governance itself (1989: 14).  
Conover and Searing (2000) further suggest that the very structure of 
literature is conducive to developing citizenship.  A narrative allows students to 
“translate shared understandings about citizenship into concrete terms that they 
can relate to their own lives” (Conover and Searing 2000: 118).  What it offers, in 
the words of Kassiola (1992), is a “virtual experience”.  This strengthens 
understanding by creating continuity and structure where real life offers us none.  
Actual experiences are, according to Walsh (1969: 139), “idiosyncratic, 
fragmentary and fleeting” and must be brought together into some sort of 
structure for them to be understood by others (quoted in Kassiola 1992: 54).  The 
source for this structure is the culture which provides a stable foundation that all 
within a nation may take advantage of. 
    17
The basis of examining children’s literature assumes that the socialization 
that occurs through reading at a young age will persist, at least in part.  In early 
critiques of political socialization research, the question of persistence was very 
controversial.  It was never answered to the satisfaction of many critics and was a 
factor in the decline of political socialization research during the late 1970s 
(Niemi and Hepburn 1995).  Studies which attempted to show connections 
between early childhood exposure to political concepts and knowledge and adult 
behavior instead showed considerable change.  This implied that studies which 
examined children were essentially useless since those beliefs would be different 
once the individual would be old enough to participate in politics.  However, 
according to some, this criticism seemed to rely upon the critics’ assumption that 
for childhood political socialization studies to be valid there could be no variation 
(Vaillancourt 1973; Searing, Schwartz, and Lind 1973).  Persistence had to be 
lifelong and unchanging to justify childhood political studies.  But as Cook noted, 
“change is not necessarily an indication that the socialization process is somehow 
malfunctioning” (1982: 3-4).  Instead, socialization research “must accommodate 
itself to the fact that attitudes and behavior change throughout life” (Niemi and 
Hepburn 1995: 9). 
The potential influence of childhood learning through pleasure reading has 
not escaped the notice of political theorists or practitioners.  Plato, in his Republic, 
recommended controlling and manipulating the exposure of children to the poetry 
and literature as a way of ensuring the integrity of the polis: “Shall we allow our 
children to listen to any stories written by anyone, and to form opinions the 
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opposite of what we think they should have when they grow up?! We certainly 
shall not.  Then it seems that our first business is to supervise the production of 
stories, and choose only those we think suitable, and reject the rest” (Plato 1973: 
114-115).  Totalitarian dictatorships such as Hitler’s Germany (Kamenetsky 
1984), Mussolini’s Italy (Koon 1985), Mao’s China (Chang 1979), and Soviet 
Russia (O’Dell 1978) have all dedicated themselves to using children’s literature 
as a means of inculcating particular values and knowledge.  And lest we 
characterize this as an indictment of dictatorship alone, democracies have also 
believed in literature’s effectiveness as social control.  As part of the Reagan 
administration’s fight against the Soviet-supported communist government in 
Afghanistan in the 1980s, millions of primers “filled with talk of jihad 
and…drawings of guns, bullets, soldiers and mines” were supplied by the U.S. 
government to induce opposition against the communists (Stephens and Ottaway 
2002: A01). 
Reading has traditionally been given a favorable status among children’s 
activities as opposed to many other diversions available to them.  According to 
the report of the government’s Commission on Reading in the United States, 
“reading is a cornerstone for success, not just in school, but throughout life” 
(Anderson et al. 1985: 480).   Kirsch and Guthrie (1984) found that reading is 
necessary to career development and that “reading is not an inconsequential 
aspect of life outside the classroom” (230).  This importance is echoed in the 
reception given to news concerning the status of public reading habits.  Polls that 
suggest the overall amount of reading done in the United States is declining are 
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immediately met with some distress (Roll Call 1999). Meanwhile a poll that 
shows the overwhelming majority of young people enjoy reading “for fun” is 
greeted with relief (Milliot 1998).  Even more significantly, a poll conducted for 
the National Education Association (2001) found that teenagers rank reading first 
among the “most important things people need to learn to be successful in life” 
(NEA March 2, 2001). 
As part and parcel with society’s view on the benefits of reading, the habit 
of reading is believed to have an impact on the quality of democratic citizenship.  
Reading directly contributes to the attention and knowledge individuals have of 
public affairs (Bennett, Rhine and Flickinger 2000).  And it is significant for later 
political socialization as those who become regular readers of newspapers and 
newsmagazines in early adolescence become much more knowledgeable of 
current events and basic facts concerning government (Chaffee and Tims 1982). 
This seems to carry over into the realm of political participation and to the 
detriment of other members of the mass media.  Chaffee and Yang find that 
individuals who depend on television alone “are less likely to vote, to have 
reasons for their voting decisions, to work on or otherwise contribute to political 
campaigns and movements” (1990: 141).    
There is the possibility that while reading is a socially beneficial activity, 
it is merely an artifact of other more common indicators of democratic 
citizenship.  But Bennett, Rhine, and Flickinger caution, while educational level 
and reading are obviously related to one another and “reading’s effects on 
democratic citizenship are similar to education’s, reading is not the same as 
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formal schooling…people who read are continuing and building on their exposure 
to education.  They are exercising their mental faculties.  This probably explains 
why reading can compensate for lower levels of education and why greater 
educational attainment cannot make up for lack of reading” (2000: 184). 
Yet, with the exception of Cook (1982) and Lystad (1980), there have 
been few attempts to methodically investigate the contents of children’s books in 
regard to politics in general, let alone citizenship. The premise of this 
investigation is that children’s literature is an effective means of political learning 
and should be investigated alongside formal instruction as a source of civic 
education.  I will seek to examine two issues in relation to this.  First, I have 
suggested that the political content in most children’s literature has been largely 
ignored.  Most children’s literature is not written with a political theme in mind or 
in the service of a political goal, but for the purpose of entertainment or 
nonpolitical education.  Yet this literature is based in a common foundation of 
culture.  Second, research has noted that the non-civics curriculum and pleasure 
reading may outweigh the influence of the curriculum devoted to civic education.  
As a result, I suggest the possibility exists that civic education may not be well 
served by books read in non-civics curriculums and outside of school, allowing 
for the possibility of contradictory messages. 
American political culture has traditionally provided the source material 
for the civic education curriculum.  Chapter 3 will introduce the means to address 
this by detailing a protocol designed to elicit the nature and extent of political 
content in a selection of children’s books.  Dubnick (1998) notes a modern civic 
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education narrative that has been in place since roughly the late 1930s that has 
provided two distinct components.  The international component stressed an 
America that stressed, at its simplest, ‘our system is better’ and ‘us against them’ 
themes.  The domestic side promoted a ‘melting pot’ theme that emphasized 
accepting diversity and multiculturalism.  The stability of the modern narrative 
has been undermined by changes in the international political arena, with the fall 
of the Soviet Union, and domestically, the emphasis on accommodating 
differences directly impacts the narrative’s coherence. 
 Chapter 4 will report the extent and character of the political content of 
two different samples of children’s literature.  First, bestsellers from 1960-2001, 
as compiled by Publisher’s Weekly, will be used as a proxy for the popular 
reading habits of children.  Second, the 1960-2001 winners of the Newbery 
Award, the most prestigious award for distinguished children’s literature, will act 
as a proxy for education policy. As these books are chosen by educators, 
concerned parents, and library professionals, these Newberys may give a more 
accurate view of what books are used in schools.  As Ravitch (2002: 118-119) 
notes, neither the federal government nor the National Council of Teachers of 
English and the International Reading Association (NCTE-IRA) national 
standards mention specific books and writers.  In turn, no states identify books or 
writers that are to be read by all children and only eight states have specific books 
or writers recommended or mentioned within their state standards.  The years 
1960-2001 are relevant in that they cover the height and subsequent dissolution of 
the modern major civic education narrative (Dubnick 1998).  Consequently, 
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chapter 4 will examine the general political content of both samples.  This chapter 
will concentrate on basic political information, values, and skills as determined by 
consultation with materials from the NAEP (the Nation’s Report Card) and 
curriculum recommendations from the National Council of Social Studies (1989). 
Noting the influence of multiculturalism and the observation of Williams 
(1997) that culture is as much a means of waging political conflict as the object of 
it, there will be some investigation into the extent of homogeneity within the 
books examined.  Hunter (1991) suggests that there is a bipolar nature to the 
cultural conflict in America while critics have found this polarization to be 
exaggerated (Demerath and Yang 1997).  Yet this may not alleviate concerns.  
The United States has several industries whose main products are cultural 
symbols, namely the entertainment industry, the news media, and higher 
education.  These industries are populated by professionals, such as writers, 
actors, teachers, and others, whose primary focus is producing and disseminating 
cultural symbols (Brint 1994).  Political theorists such as Antonio Gramsci and 
Michel Foucault have warned of the control that can be exercised by an elite class 
through cultural hegemony.  Ravitch (2001) notes competition between such 
elites when noting the ideological differences between parent activists and 
publishing and education professionals. 
Chapter 5 will then conclude with recommendations for policy and future 
research.  Meanwhile, chapter 2 will examine the means by which citizens are 
made.  Political socialization beings with the assumption that democratic man is 
not a natural creature but rather an artificial one. This literature review will 
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examine the different paths explored by researchers, the possible influences on 
political behavior and how children’s literature compares with other agents of 
political socialization.      
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CHAPTER TWO 
READING AND BECOMING A CITIZEN 
 
 
One of the cornerstones of study for political science has been how the 
individual comes to know about and relate to his government and fellow members 
of society.  As a major part of the mass media, children’s fiction occupies a 
neglected place in individual political development though it has long been 
assumed to play a role in political socialization. Dr. Seuss’s first rejection letter 
speaks to the popular acceptance of books as a moral agent, with the publisher 
referring specifically to the absence of any message in his work that would 
transform “children into good citizens” (Scott 2000: 48).  Pioneering works on the 
political socialization of children, such as Greenstein’s “Benevolent Leader” 
(1960) and Dennis and Easton’s “The Child’s Changing Image of the President” 
(1960), recognized the role of children’s literature in the socialization of young 
children.  But their comments are fleeting and assume the message received from 
children’s books is either conducive to producing good citizens or do not 
contradict those messages received from other sources. 
Reading as a Political Issue 
Historically, hardly anyone has doubted the potential power of books or 
the utility of reading.  To many it has shown promise of communication, progress 
and enlightenment.  In this vein will fall the parents, educators, librarians, authors 
and many others who use, write or provide books to children. For autocrats and 
conquerors, ignorance is a means of gaining and consolidating power, and to 
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them, reading represents danger in the dissemination of knowledge and ideas.  In 
both lies the conviction that reading can make a difference.  Here in the United 
States, battles over censorship demand this understanding regardless of ideology.  
In her book The Language Police, Diane Ravitch says those on the right censor 
textbooks or libraries because “whatever children read should model appropriate 
moral behavior,” while the left “expect that children will be shaped by what they 
read and will model their behavior on what they read” and they “want children to 
read only descriptions of the world as they think it should be” (Ravitch 2003: 63).  
The role of reading can hardly be overestimated: “Reading is the heart of 
education…one can arguably state: reading is the single most important social 
factor in American life today” (Trelease 2001: xxiv). 
Since literacy is assumed to be of benefit, the popular debate over the 
effects of children’s literature has centered on the question of what potential harm 
it may have (Brown 2001).  It is a subset of what has been called “a crisis of 
postmodernity…the relativism of individualism, multiculturalism, globalization, 
and rapid social change” has led to the sense that “nothing seems particularly 
stable, bounded or clear” (Rosenberg 2003: 5). As culture consists of fundamental 
beliefs and values, the fragmentation of American culture fuels concerns over the 
content of what children learn.  Where once much of the content of a book used to 
be taken for granted, new sensitivities have arisen that highlight the consideration 
of new values and beliefs.   
Paralleling the fragmentation of the broader culture, multiculturalism 
within the education profession and higher education has been spurred by the 
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perspective of modernism within literary studies. Modernism opened the door for 
multiple points of view by turning against the naturalism of nineteenth century 
literature that had portrayed the world as an orderly and purposeful place.  
Literary modernists favored complexity and ambiguity over the straightforward 
narrative that assumed a single truth about human life (Fulford 1999).  Building 
upon this base, Michel Foucault and postmodernists argued that history, culture, 
and our institutions are created knowledge.  According to this view, our 
knowledge is thus an expression of someone’s agenda who built that knowledge 
as a way of controlling us.  For Foucault, culture as created by those in power is 
an expression of political warfare (Rosenau 1992).   
This has particular significance for children’s literature as a repository of 
cultural meanings.  Under Foucault’s formulation, writing and reading a book is 
an exercise of power as well.  Though not articulated in popular debate, the actors 
in censorship debates act as if Foucault’s point were true by the nature of their 
activities.  This helps explain much of the frenzy that surrounds debate over the 
adoption of reading lists or textbooks in schools or the censorship of books in 
libraries.  The debate can reach a fever pitch when blended with the familiar 
nature/nurture dichotomy of childhood development.  Professionals and popular 
opinion believe very firmly in the preeminence of the nurture perspective, which 
casts literature as a potential formative agent (Cohen 1999).   
This situation is sharpened by research that has continually revealed how 
easily ordinary individuals can be influenced to do things that violate common 
standards of conduct.  Stanley Milgram exposed such ease with his famous 
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experiments in the early 1970s.  The subjects of the experiment were told to 
administer electric shocks to persons who were taking a simple verbal test.  When 
recording inaccurate responses, the learners were shocked with increasing 
voltages of electricity.  Unknown to the subjects of the experiment, the “learners” 
were not actually wired and faked the response to being shocked.  Even when 
faced with a “learner” who was in excruciating pain, subjects who were 
encouraged to continue shocking the “learners” did so through very high levels of 
voltage.  It was concluded that the crucial determinant of their behavior was the 
apparent scientific authoritativeness of the experiment and the psychologist 
present (Milgram 1974).   
Milgram’s experiments are consistent with research and experience that 
convinces us of the mutability of human beings.  That mutability suggests that the 
development of children, their education, their home life and their activities are 
extremely important to the type of society we will have.  This becomes especially 
important when considering the demands of democracy and the power that can be 
exercised by ordinary citizens. Democracy calls for active citizenship rather than 
passive membership, but citizenship is as often about restraint as activity.  For 
example, if minority rights are to be respected under majority rule, then there 
must be a commonly accepted belief among equal citizens that the minority may 
have beliefs or practices that cannot be abridged by the agenda of the majority.  In 
contrast, an individual must either be prepared to face majority disagreement or 
accept others’ assertions even when it conflicts with her views.   
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Furthermore, under democracy these sorts of peer interactions can only be 
done without the threat of government coercion.  Government must be restricted 
for a free society to operate.  This means those elected or employed in 
government must believe in the unfettered operation of the civil society and often 
restrain themselves from using the power at their disposal.  Democracy relies 
upon voluntary participation and restraint by both officeholders and citizens as a 
means of sustaining and perpetuating itself.  And as such, it can be “extremely 
demanding…of its citizens” (Levi 1997: 200).   
Because democracy is an exacting form of government, the question of 
individual motivation becomes important along with the content of a citizen’s 
character.  The active citizen that votes, runs for office, writes their congressman 
and contributes money to organized interests does so at a greater cost than those 
who do not.  It would be perfectly reasonable for the average citizen to assume 
that his or her individual involvement is not required by the system for its 
maintenance and survival.  Rational choice theory has often made this conclusion; 
that the logic of not participating is stronger than the case for active civic 
participation.  In his Economic Theory of Democracy (1957), Anthony Downs 
concluded that voting is irrational for two reasons.  First, the cost of acquiring the 
information to make a rational decision is high.  Secondly, the benefit to be 
derived from one electoral outcome as opposed to another is negligible when the 
effort is balanced by the probability that one’s vote would make a difference in 
the outcome.  Using logic similar to Downs, Mancur Olson’s Logic of Collective 
Action (1965) questioned the rationality of individual contributions of time and 
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money to the attainment of public goods such as clean water or national defense.  
By their very nature, public goods cannot be denied to anyone and, when used by 
other people, their supply is not diminished.  Therefore, due to the nature of 
public goods, Olson concluded that to voluntarily contribute to the acquisition of 
a public good was irrational unless the benefit to the individual outweighed the 
cost and the individual’s contribution was crucial to obtaining the good.  
Therefore, if rationality based upon cost-benefit analyses like these does not 
encourage participation, then there must be other reasons why individuals vote, 
run for office, or join organized interests (Conway 1990). 
Rational choice bases participation on personal utility, but history suggests 
that there are other motives of participation.   For example, the state may use 
force to gain individual participation but this means has increasingly fallen into 
disfavor as democratic values have spread and become ingrained.  With power 
falling into the hands of the general public, using force to compel obedience or 
participation has become less common and harder to justify.  Another means that 
is assumed to ensure democracy has been economic affluence. If the general 
population has economic opportunity and economic gains, then they will be more 
likely to support and participate in the political situation they have.  The possible 
benefits of either of these motives have not been supported by evidence but 
instead have “failed or been declared illegitimate” (Neuman 1986: 280).   
Socioeconomic theories that stress social or economic status have long 
been a basis of political participation studies by political scientists.  However, 
these theories are incomplete and particularly unsuited to explaining behavior 
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found within communities that have no previous experience with democratic 
citizenship.  As with democratically experienced populations, increases in age and 
education provide skills that make political participation easier.  But a citizen 
must be socialized to stronger beliefs about the efficacy of voting and democratic 
ideals at the same time the socioeconomic variables move positively, in order for 
there to be higher levels of participation.  Basically, socioeconomic variables 
merely provide the basic skills necessary for democratic citizenship, not the 
wherewithal to participate (Tam Cho 1999). It can be concluded that the mindset 
and behavior of citizenship cannot be assumed or taken for granted. 
The combination of democracy’s needs and the willingness of its citizens 
to fulfill those needs highlight two primary concerns.  If democracy requires the 
voluntary attention and active participation of ordinary people, how does society 
initiate and sustain the desire to be a part of the body politic?  Pursuant to this, 
what is to be the nature of this participation?  Galston (2004) notes the rise of 
“optional citizenship,” rights without responsibility and the only duties exercised 
are freely chosen.  This has led to a belief that good citizens don’t have to be 
active, that others will do the necessary work.  And for our purposes, what is the 
potential role of children’s literature in this endeavor?  The ubiquity of politics 
and reading in daily life leads to the suspicion that the development of the reader 
and the citizen is closely tied to the development of the child. 
Due to this realization, the place of children in the political arena has long 
been an area of concern.  Some, like Hannah Arendt (1968), insist that families 
should maintain a wall between politics and children, to allow them their natural 
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development. Jean Bethke Elshtain (1996), however, argues that children can 
never be spared from politics.  At best, adults can create a space between the 
private and the public to prepare children for politics.  She reasons that at 
different moments in history, children cannot help but be exposed to political 
issues, such as being evacuated from London during the Blitz, desegregating 
schools or the anti-abortion protests that children have taken part in.  If the 
inevitability of politics is accepted, then the notion of literature’s potential role in 
children’s political development is easier to accept. 
Reading and citizenship are multifaceted phenomena which can be 
understood from different perspectives.  The intent of an author is not always 
clear nor can readers be reliably expected to react alike to the same passage.  The 
author of a book, the text itself, and the reader exist independently of one another 
yet still occupy the same space.  Therefore, each component can be examined by 
itself or the experience can be looked at as one complete entity.   
At one end of the spectrum, a sociological understanding sees the 
individual as an effect of social life and the cultural context in which she is 
located (Rosenberg 2002).  It would treat the author as preeminent; the reader and 
her reading habits are acted upon by the environment, of which print media is a 
part.  From this angle, a setting is provided where reading may possibly play a 
role in the development of the citizen.  This setting is structured by institutions 
such as schools, families, churches, community organizations, and the media 
(Conover and Searing 1994).  The advantage of this approach is the ability to 
examine the presence of these institutions as a correlation to political knowledge, 
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attitudes, and behavior and isolate the influence of institutions apart from 
individual differences.  This sociological understanding of political socialization 
dominated preadult political science research under the assumption that “the 
individual absorbed” values and knowledge “without much personal 
interpretation” (Torney-Purta 1995: 23).  It reflects a mechanistic view of the 
world in which the individual is a “passive, machinelike mind” that is “caused by 
external forces and events” (Miller 1993: 18).   
Since then, the individual has been invited in by a countervailing 
psychological cognitive-developmental perspective (Torney-Purta 1995).  This 
view, emphasized within child development in recent years, asserts “that children 
‘construct’ their knowledge” (Miller 1993: 19).  The burden of shaping the citizen 
passes from outside forces to individual efforts in which the young person takes 
an experience or observation and relates the content to previously established 
cognitive structures.  This approach argues that the experiences and observations 
of an individual are moderated and somewhat controlled by cognitive abilities.  
New experiences and observations are taken in and integrated.  But not all 
information is stored or reacted to uniformly, but instead it can vary on an 
individual basis (Bigler and Liben 1992).  In the context of reading, the text and 
the author’s intentions are then somewhat but not completely independent of the 
reader’s interpretation.  The benefit of this research would be to examine reading 
within the context of the individual’s development of her relationship with 
society.   
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By contrast, postmodern theory puts the reader and text upon separate 
pedestals.  Specifically, postmodernism treats every experience as a text and 
every observer of the experience is referred to as a reader.  The interaction 
between reader and text is the focus and provides meaning.  Every interaction is 
unique and should be treated as such.  As with the cognitive-development 
approach, the reader constructs meaning but the postmodernist text also plays a 
role by controlling the encounter (Rosenau 1992).  The unique nature of each 
reading experience means the text has no universal content. 
Reading as a political activity is best understood, not as a separate and 
discrete activity, but as part of the overall development of a child.  The experience 
of reading has been celebrated for its own virtue and as a necessary skill.  Reading 
is ubiquitous in our lives as it is both a means and an end.  Politics is marked by a 
similar inclusive nature, making a reasonable judgment of one’s impact on the 
other difficult to make.  Therefore, the child’s ability to read and the political 
development of the individual are both aspects of child development in general.   
 
Cognitive Development 
Psychology is the science through which we seek to study the mind.  
There are many dimensions to the growth and development of the human mind, 
physically, emotionally, and intellectually.  Developmental psychology in 
particular seeks to understand how a child’s mind progresses over time in 
different areas of psychological activity or behavior.  Developmental psychology 
begins with the premise that the “child is father to the man” (Goleman and Heller 
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1986: 2).  This differs from a sociological understanding by concentrating on the 
changes within the individual rather than differences in the setting an individual 
reacts to.  The complexity of the human mind encourages psychology to use 
numerous approaches for study, as a brief survey shows.  
The psychoanalytic approach of Sigmund Freud treated the person as 
conflicted and contradictory while Jean Piaget’s individual is rational and calmly 
seeks to comprehend the world around her through orderly stages of cognitive 
development.  Erik Erikson, another psychoanalytic viewpoint, believed that 
physical maturation writes the general timetable for development and emphasizes 
the common experiences of individual children.  This contrasts sharply with the 
social learning approach of Albert Bandura, which depends greatly on what the 
environment has to offer.  Learning theorists concentrate on the influence of 
unique experiences and minimize the number of universal behaviors children may 
exhibit.  Information-processing theory and ethology respectively treat human 
beings as computers waiting for input or as natural creatures responding 
spontaneously to their environment.  Eleanor Gibson’s perceptual-development 
approach treats humans as inherently motivated to explore and learn about their 
world.  Lev Vygotsky reminds us that Gibson’s explorer cannot be understood 
separately from her social and physical context (Miller 1993).  All of these varied 
approaches have informed and guided research within developmental psychology, 
with a mixture of strengths and weaknesses.  In turn, they all have potential 
insight to offer preadult political socialization research, but it is the cognitive 
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stages research of Jean Piaget that has been the focus of the most attention 
(Torney-Purta 1995). 
Cognitive psychology studies human reasoning and cognition as 
information processing.  This processing involves not only such basic 
mechanisms as how we perceive, decode, represent, store, and retrieve 
information but more complex mental phenomena as well, including how we use 
knowledge in a familiar context, how we apply our existing knowledge, to novel 
situations, how we draw inferences, and how we make decisions.  The period 
from the mid-1960s through the 1970s, in which a sociological approach to 
preadult political socialization dominated within political science, was relatively 
uninformed by psychological research (Torney-Purta 1995).  The major exception 
to this was the work of Swiss psychologist, Jean Piaget.   
Piaget believed an individual gains her knowledge as a process.  This was 
in contrast to previous understanding of knowledge as something to be retrieved 
once it was gained and stored in memory.  Knowing is a process that individuals 
have an active part in, by understanding something simply by acting upon it.  In 
Piaget’s formulation, knowing is a process where people participate in 
‘constructing’ their knowledge. Knowledge is not simply absorbed but is picked 
up and integrated with the rest of an individual’s knowledge.  The child develops 
as the individual acquires, adds to and discards information.  In Piaget’s 
understanding, then, all knowledge is biased by the individual’s unique 
conglomeration of experiences.   
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To underscore how individuals can understand one another, he proposed 
there is an underlying structure to the apparent diversity of the content. There are 
a small number of mental structures that organize the information each individual 
has.  Piaget called these mental structures schemata (or schemes), an organized 
pattern of behavior.  The schemata reflect a particular way of interacting with the 
environment.  Piaget deduced from this that development is a series of stages that 
all individuals go through.  A stage is a period of time in which the child’s 
thinking and behavior in a variety of situations reflect a particular type of 
underlying mental structure.  As the individual goes through these stages, there is 
a coherent view of the world.  This view becomes more and more coherent and 
interrelated as the child develops.  What gives this stability is that Piaget claimed 
that all organisms have an innate tendency to adapt to the environment.  
Development occurs when trying to adapt the current intellectual structures to 
new encounters.  The current schemata are only partially successful when trying 
to apply them to new things. 
Piaget’s prominence in preadult political socialization research comes 
from two directions.  First is the ease of equivocating individual political 
development with Piaget’s study of moral development (Piaget 1932).  His 
concepts in moral development mirrored many traditional concepts of political 
theory.  Second is the appealing prospect that a cognitive scheme devoted to 
social and political relationships may exist.  
In his study of moral development, Piaget investigated the development 
patterns of concepts such as rules, responsibility, morality, and justice in children.  
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Subsequent researchers have applied these more specifically political concepts 
rather than ones such as character and conscience.  For example, Sylvia, Mustafa, 
and Hamilton (1981) use two stories based on dilemmas of morality over law.  
These stories were approximations of the same stories Piaget used for his original 
study (1932), but were specifically political in nature by involving government.  
The first story involves breaking a traffic law in order to care for a sick child 
while the second story contrasted majority rule in a democracy with the 
enforcement of desegregation in Little Rock, Arkansas, in the 1950s.  At the end 
of both stories, children were asked questions that explored the morality of the 
decisions made by those involved in the dilemmas.  Their responses correlated 
well with the results of Piaget; Sylvia, Mustafa, and Hamilton believed that their 
findings were “indicative that the Piaget theory is a valid model of the evolution 
of judgments regarding political morality questions” (1981: 408). 
Lawrence Kohlberg (1980) explored Piaget’s stages of moral development 
in the context of the future of liberalism. Morality, to Kohlberg, is a set of rational 
principles of judgment that are valid for every human being.  Humans are able to 
exercise different levels of morality according to the developmental stage they 
have reached.  Everyone is able to go beyond the first stage that conceives moral 
behavior as avoiding punishment but very few attain the principled level of 
defining moral values apart from the people who hold those principles, gaining 
abstract understanding.  Liberal theory has held consistently that the liberal citizen 
is most highly developed when capable of exercising moral and civic autonomy in 
the interest of the community.  Kohlberg and Piaget both hold that moral 
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development occurs through the stimulation of thinking and problem solving by 
the child.  Not everyone is exposed to such stimuli and though most people are 
able to respect authority and do their duty, they are unable to judge rules and laws 
in the light of what is good for society as a whole. Kohlberg concluded that moral 
development could coincide with liberal ideology, therefore moral and civic 
development could only be limited by the cognitive capacity of the individual and 
the social experience of the child.  Liberal ideology would spread and continue if 
cognitive capacity and social experiences could be expanded through education.   
However, Cohen (1980) cautions that Kohlberg’s and Piaget’s moral 
development is not universal.  The content of morality is culturally based, at least 
in part, and therefore it cannot be taken for granted that moral development will 
occur along the lines of Piaget and Kohlberg’s stages.  He notes that without 
considering content, “knowing where someone is in a particular stage says 
nothing about whether someone will become a loyal soldier or restless 
revolutionary” (1980: 69).  The stages of moral development refer to the capacity 
of an individual to understand, obey or judge the morality of a rule or law.  It 
cannot be concluded that someone will remain loyal to those principles or 
authority throughout adulthood due to the sometimes contradictory nature of 
political morality, as evidenced by the stories used by the Sylvia, Mustafa, and 
Hamilton study (1981). 
Meadows (1995) also limits the universality of Piagetian-inspired theory 
which insists that psychological structures in people’s minds are not restricted due 
to culture, setting, or tasks.   Piagetian theory sees individuals essentially 
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independent of other individuals, social practices, and to the cultural environment; 
and thus that psychology is the study of the idealized individual mind’s inner 
workings, which are seen as developing through individual maturation or 
learning.  Meadows cites Vygotsky, that far from being internal and 
individualistic, cognitive abilities grow and form through public and 
intersubjective interaction with the social environment.  Piagetian theory has been 
“near-hegemonic” in early childhood studies, downplaying the role of context 
(Graue and Walsh 1995: 137).  To Vygotsky and others, cognitive development is 
to be understood in terms of the child being implicitly and explicitly trained to 
behave in ways which the culture has developed as cognitively useful.  These 
cognitive skills are therefore culturally structured and influenced.  
William Kessen (1979) makes just such an objection when he notes that 
childhood, as known today, is a socially constructed institution.  He identifies 
three themes that have influenced our understanding of childhood.  First, the study 
of the child became heavily scientific in the nineteenth century and combined 
with the “romantic view of the purity and perfectibility of the child” (Hatch 1995: 
119).  Second, the notion that a home and the mother as primary caregiver 
emerged as a given for successful childraising, operating under the assumption 
that early childhood is a crucial period of development.  Third, the child is seen as 
an autonomous entity whose interior life is assumed to be the most important 
component of her development (Hatch 1995).  The social construction argument 
argues that humans can not be studied outside of their lived context, that there is 
no universal human nature.  Development occurs according to the shifting of 
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cultural boundaries, not on the basis of a universal evolution.  Ultimately, the 
“self” is constructed by its very context (Cushman 1991). 
However, the child still constructs his or her knowledge, though the child 
will not develop through Piaget’s well-defined stages. The culture is observed and 
compared with what the child already knows; the existing schemata that organize 
the child’s knowledge.  The focus on Piaget has thus shifted from his stages of 
development to his belief in schemata.  There is evidence of a distinct schemata 
domain that addresses and organizes the social and political world.  Torney-Purta 
(1994) and Emler and Dickinson (1993) argue that there is a domain that consists 
of social and political relations.  In this domain, children will take what they 
already know and build upon that.  Therefore, the first clue to mapping the overall 
development of a child is to identify the possible sources of information and 
experience for a child.  The second is to place the experience of reading alongside 
those other sources to gauge its impact. 
 
Development within a Setting 
Conover and Searing (1994) caution we run the risk of confusing political 
socialization with political learning.  Political learning refers to the learning of 
any political beliefs whereas socialization can be defined as “the process by which 
someone learns the ways of a given society or social group so that he can function 
within it” (Elkin 1960: 4).  Socialization implies that people participate effectively 
in social interaction by acquiring the norms and values that are prevalent within a 
particular group or in society as a whole.  Societies depend upon high levels of 
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conformity to “commonly held expectations regarding what constitute appropriate 
behaviors, attitudes, and values in a wide range of situations” (Goslin 1969: 2).  
Political learning, according to Conover and Searing (1994: 26), has been the 
focus of political science as opposed to political socialization.  To them, all 
socialization involves learning, but not all learning will lead to socialization.  
Socialization refers to what is desired while learning will include intentional as 
well as unintentional development.  For the purposes of simplicity, we will use 
the traditional term ‘socialization.’     
Socialization research implies that the political behavior of citizens are not 
“abrupt event[s] of adult life, quite different from other developmental 
processes;” instead, the awareness of and acquisition of political phenomena 
begins well before adulthood is reached (Hyman 1959: 18).  Political socialization 
was a widely popular area of research during the 1960s and 1970s, called at 
various times a growth stock (Greenstein 1970) and the fastest growing subfield 
of the discipline (Sigel and Hoskin 1977).  But scarcely a decade later, Cook 
wondered “whatever happened to political socialization,” proclaiming that if it 
was the growth stock Greenstein asserted, it was in a “bear market” (1985: 1079).  
Merelman more explicitly described the field to “resemble uncomfortably close 
the twitchings of a still-quickened corpse” (1986: 279).  Conover and Searing 
(1994) focus the decline on the direction political socialization took during the 
early days of the field.  They note that from Hyman’s (1959) pioneering study, the 
focus was upon the relationship between the learning of attitudes by a citizen and 
her political participation.  By doing so, this approach connects with the liberal 
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emphasis on the citizen as a voter and the existing voting studies that became 
common at the time.  This emphasis led to the effort to connect childhood 
socialization with the participation of the adult voter.  These studies failed in large 
part because the expectation of persistence from childhood to adulthood was not 
supported by the data.  Preadult political socialization lost its relevance as support 
could not be found in adult voting behavior.    
Political socialization has regained some interest due to two separate 
trends.  First, there has been concern over the civic health of the United States and 
other established democracies as voting rates and other measures of civic 
involvement have shown an alarming decline.  Robert Putnam (1993), Francis 
Fukuyama (1995), and Michael Sandel (1996) have been popular examples of the 
effort to chronicle the decline in social membership, social trust and social capital 
with each making the case that these changes threaten the quality of democracy in 
the United States.  All three argue that effective democratic government follows 
from strong social ties and interaction between citizens.  For example, Putnam’s 
Making Democracy Work (1993) claims that the level of political participation is 
directly linked to the general social patterns of individuals.  He argues that 
democratic government is more responsive and effective when faced with a 
vigorous citizenry, and this vigor is best noted in membership and activism in 
voluntary associations.  Furthermore, these voluntary associations cut across 
social cleavages, such as class and generation, thus making it likely to encourage 
wider social cooperation.  Putnam maintains that the “generalized trust” and 
social cohesion of a citizenry that is willing and able to cooperate is an important 
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societal prerequisite of a vital democracy.  Consequently, a fall in the level of 
social capital leads to a less effective democracy.  Putnam’s concept of social 
capital and its decline implies that participation can vary; that high levels of 
participation require nurture to encourage the “connections among 
individuals…and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from 
them” (2000: 19).  According to Putnam, people will help one another in time of 
need since they expect it of others and it is expected of them.  This expectation of 
reciprocity goes hand in hand with social interaction to fully develop the concept 
of social capital.  The entire concept rests upon a foundation of alerting 
individuals in some manner to expected behavior, such as through education.  
Secondly, the fall of the Soviet Union and the accompanying 
transformation of Eastern Europe into fledgling democracies after decades of 
totalitarian dictatorship brought questions of how to educate and socialize these 
new citizens into democratic habits and behavior (Maitles 1999). It was believed 
that the previously nonexistent civil society would be unable to monitor and 
restrain government.  Shestopal (1997) stated that the prospects for Russian 
democracy were dependent upon the development of mature citizens through 
socialization who could withstand political trends such as economic fluctuations 
that encourage reverting back to non-democratic solutions.  Claussen (1990) 
believes that the hatreds and prejudices that arose from the Cold War East-West 
confrontation can only be solved through political socialization to new 
understandings and attitudes towards one another. Slomczynski and Shabad 
(1997) argue that a lack of legitimacy in the minds of citizens helped bring down 
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totalitarian regimes in Eastern Europe and the new regimes need legitimacy just 
as badly.  The legitimate state is one that has practices and institutions that are 
accepted by the population.  Therefore, the process of building new independent 
countries requires a different approach toward national history, culture and 
identity than was present under the former communist governments (Fagerlind 
and Kanaev 1998).  Eventual democratic success in the former “Soviet-type 
regimes will include the reconstitution of a civil society as a means to curtail state 
autonomy and as a basis for a new system of interest representation” (Bernhard 
1993: 326).  Without the civil society, there is nothing between the state and a 
separate sphere of private life, a situation better situated for dictatorship, 
monarchy, or other non-representative government. 
Both of these trends treat the citizen as more than a voter, unlike the early 
socialization studies.  Most political participation is not possible until the age of 
eighteen, but much of political development takes place long before that.  When 
the concept of citizenship is broadened to include activities beyond voting, more 
evidence is found in support of the development of citizenship at fairly young 
ages.  Socialization originally was regarded as a process which treated the 
acquisition of these norms and values as the success of various agents.  Schools, 
parents, and peers were all considered to be sources of political attitudes, 
knowledge, and values.  In turn, these were absorbed largely unchanged and they 
were thought to persist throughout the lifetime of the child. In addition, the 
earliest acquired attitudes, knowledge, and values also structured future 
understanding (Torney-Purta 2000).   However, research has largely shown 
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political socialization as lifelong persistence to be limited though it guided many 
pioneering studies.  Instead, Sears (1990) identifies four different perspectives on 
the development and maintenance of political beliefs, attitudes, and knowledge.  
Early studies that advocated persistence were opposed by those who suggested 
that all political dispositions are equally open to change throughout life, no matter 
the subject or age.  Within these two extremes, the life cycle view suggests that 
particular political dispositions are acquired at certain life stages while the 
impressionable years view suggests any political disposition is “unusually 
vulnerable in late adolescence and early adulthood, given enough strong pressure 
to change” (Sears 1990: 77).   
As there is varying sensitivity to outside influences, there are multiple 
agents involved in the political socialization process.  With the suggestion that 
there are different perspectives regarding susceptibility to socialization, these 
perspectives also suggest that particular agents will have variable success.  For 
example, the persistence viewpoint suggests that schools and parents will have the 
most influence because they are omnipresent during the earliest years while the 
impressionable years perspective suggests that peers and mass media grow in 
importance during the high school and college years.  For the purposes of this 
study, we will concentrate on those agents that are relevant up to the age of 
twelve, by which we mean exposure to different agents.  Washburn (1994) notes 
that up until the age of twelve, family, school, voluntary associations, and mass 
media are the primary means by which socialization occurs.  For the purposes of 
this study, adult experiences such as getting married (Stoker and Jennings 1995) 
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or entering the world of work (Elden 1981; Greenberg 1981; Greenberg et al. 
1996) will be excluded.   
 
Schools 
While the need for education has been assumed and argued for, theories of 
democracy have shown little agreement on what is required from the citizenry for 
democracy to flourish (Weissberg 1974).  But most do tend to agree that there 
must be a minimum level of competence from the citizenry and that this 
competence can be gained from public institutions, especially schools (Westholm, 
Lindquist, and Niemi 1990). The schools are conceived to be the natural arena for 
civic education due to the lack of a systematic education of civic values in the 
home or other institutions of society.  Due to this lack, it has been asserted that 
citizenship skills and values “must be taught and learned under some type of 
public support and guidance” (Battistoni 1985: 3). Further, it has been felt that to 
develop a civic conscience; the schools were the natural and most efficient means 
of doing so (Macedo 2000; Callan 1997; Spinner 1994).  Civic education is seen 
as an indispensable part of a complete education, surpassing in nationwide polls 
goals such as economic self-sufficiency, promoting cultural unity, and improving 
social conditions (Rose and Gallup 2000; National Center for Education Statistics 
2001).  
But schools have been treated as having consequences for civic life above 
and beyond education with distinctive civic content. In his discussion of the 
history of education in regards to American political thought, Welter states 
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“Washington and Madison, Jay and Clinton, Rush and Knox, Adams and 
Jefferson hoped to acquaint all men with the information that was necessary to 
preserve their liberties” (1962: 28).  Jefferson’s “Bill for the More General 
Diffusion of Knowledge,” made a bid for general education partly based on the 
position that, “education could help prevent ‘tyranny’ by giving the people at 
large ‘knowledge of those facts, which history exhibiteth, that, possessed thereby 
of the experience of other ages and countries, they may be enabled to know 
ambition under all its shapes, and prompt to exert their natural powers to defeat its 
purposes” (Schudson 1998: 72).  Horace Mann and other nineteenth-century 
public education advocates “argued that the preservation of freedom and the 
American way of life required mandatory mass education” (Weissberg 1974: 11). 
The modern American belief that there is a causal connection between 
formal education and the creation of good democratic citizens is best exemplified 
in the writings of John Dewey (1944[1916]) and Charles Merriam (1966[1931]).  
The strongest and most far-reaching statement of this view is made by Dewey; 
that “education, in its broadest sense, is the means of [the] social continuity of 
life…Society exists through a process of transmission quite as much as biological 
life” (1944[1916]: 2-3).  He felt strongly that democracy can only survive when 
we “seriously, energetically, and vigorously…educate the young and the youth of 
the country in freedom for participation in a free society” (Farr 1999: 528).  
Merriam concurred that “no more fateful enterprise confronts the scientists who 
work with human relations; or the builders of the coming states” than civic 
education (1966[1931]: 412). 
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The importance of civic education has been asserted as a concern of the 
state in legal doctrine as well.  American families have sent their children to 
public schools for decades with the understanding that they would have some say 
in the content of their education.  If disagreements arise, families have often used 
private schools, at-home instruction and means other than public schools to 
educate their children into particular beliefs and values. However, when parents 
have protested public education that is contrary to their beliefs or interests, the 
government has been able to assert its primacy.  Government has a vested interest 
in education as a means of maintaining the state even in a democratic community 
based on individual participation.  Democratic theory has taught the primacy of 
the state even when school programs interfere with the parents’ desire to teach 
religious values (Macedo 2000).  In particular, the Supreme Court decided in 
Wisconsin v. Yoder (1972) the state can supersede the wishes of parents when 
there is disagreement regarding the content of civic education: “There is no doubt 
as…[to the] State, having a high responsibility for the education of its citizens” 
(Wisconsin v. Yoder 406 U.S. 205 at 213).  The Court has consistently upheld the 
findings of Wisconsin v. Yoder by reinforcing that the state has a direct interest in 
educating children so that “they are familiar with and able to participate in the 
political structures of society” (Reich 2001: 15).   
As the first public arena children are exposed to, schools have been given 
the task of instilling the values and knowledge citizenship requires.  Accordingly, 
it has been claimed that the “public school is the most important and effective 
instrument of political socialization in the United States” (Hess and Torney 1967: 
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120).  This has been evident from the practice of education in the United States, 
since “pictures of George Washington and Abraham Lincoln were put…[in our 
schools] for a reason…Young people were to learn U.S. political history and to 
develop positive attitudes about our leaders” (Niemi and Hepburn 1995: 8).  Early 
research in political socialization also showed these attempts to be effective, with 
children showing positive attitudes towards their nation (Connell 1971) and their 
leaders (Greenstein 1965; Hess and Torney 1967; Easton and Dennis 1969).  
These early functionalists trace the importance of early political socialization to 
the role it plays in developing a deep-rooted attachment can serve as a source of 
support a regime can rely on in crisis (Washburn 1996). 
Weissberg (1974) notes that most people, when thinking of early political 
socialization, point to formal school instruction.  In the absence of society-wide 
institutions and coercion, education is the option left when faced with 
encouraging voluntary behavior on a societal basis.  Research supports the claim 
that civic education is successful.  Reviews of the literature by Hyman and Wright 
(1979) and Hyman, Wright, and Reed (1975) overwhelmingly linked education to 
the possession of various democratic values, high levels of political information, 
and stronger political participation. Furthermore, the link appears to be dynamic; 
as the level of education grows, adolescents have been found to be more 
politically sophisticated and knowledgeable (Hess and Torney 1967; Merelman 
1971; Torney, Oppenheim, and Farnen 1975).  For example, Berti (1994) found 
significant advances in the political understanding of students as they progressed 
from the third grade to the fifth.  Paul Allen Beck reasons that the influence of 
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schools upon children comes from three sources: (1) the amount of time children 
spend at school is often comparable to that spent at home, (2) the “identifiable 
political content in communications issued by schools, particularly where the 
norms of citizenship are involved,” and, (3) the heightened receptivity of children 
who come to school expecting to be taught (1975: 127-128). 
But is the content of civic education responsible for this?  Paul Allen Beck 
implicitly limits claims of the preeminence of schools when delineating between 
the two perspectives of political socialization: “The teaching perspective, 
conceives of political socialization as the process through which political 
orientations are taught…[while the] learning perspective, emphasizes the 
individual’s own learning…and relegates teaching per se to a secondary, though 
not unimportant role” (1977: 115).  Empirically, the link between formal 
education and citizenship is not as straightforward as might be presumed. 
Admittedly, there is ample evidence that those with more formal education are 
also more knowledgeable about politics (Campbell et al. 1960; Converse 1964; 
Neuman 1986; Zaller 1992; Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996; Nie, Junn, and 
Stehlik-Barry 1996).  Yet this has not necessarily translated into findings that 
civics or government classes are the source of increases in political knowledge. 
Early studies such as Jennings, Ehman and Niemi (1974) and Litt (1963) 
reported very weak findings when trying to associate curriculum content with 
political sophistication and understanding.  Langton and Niemi (1968) found that 
the civics curriculum had no significant effect on the political beliefs of high 
school students and that the variation they did find was due to factors such as race 
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and whether or not the student was college-bound.  However, more recent work 
finds that curriculum has an effect on a student’s initial level of knowledge, 
leading Westholm, Lindquist, and Niemi (1990) to suggest that a civics 
curriculum can go a long way towards equalizing the political knowledge of 
students.  The civics curriculum can fill in the gaps for those students where 
political discussion is not a household topic of conversation.  By far the strongest 
statement is that of Niemi and Junn (1998), who report that schools and 
curriculums have a “positive, statistically significant” impact (143).  Others 
suggest that while such results indicate the total knowledge students acquire may 
be due to civics classes, civic education at least “does promote the acquisition of 
political knowledge through the stimulation of political interest and the 
development of cognitive skills” (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996: 193).       
However, the common understanding of education as a variable has 
encompassed more than simply formal civics education.  Years of education has 
consistently been used as shorthand for a host of other factors schooling 
represents besides factual knowledge.  Washburn (1993) notes socialization 
research that has examined schooling in ways to better encompass the entire 
experience of education.  Marxists have focused on the school system and the 
nature of everyday practices in school. They have concluded that the routines and 
structure of authority within schools contribute to the duplication of the existing 
political and economic order.  Further, conditions within the schools are 
hierarchically arranged between student, teacher, and administration which reflect 
the class organization of American society.  Consequently, students become 
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comfortable with inequality and receiving instruction from above. Hester (1988) 
documents the control of teacher education programs by “special interest 
groups…in an effort to maintain cultural supremacy” to the detriment of 
minorities (1988: 185).  Also typical is Klaassen (1992), which reviews the 
concept of the hidden curriculum.  The “hidden curriculum” teaches children how 
to relate to authority by using the teacher as a filter between the student and 
independent learning, implicit messages in the curriculum, unintentional messages 
of the school as an organization, ‘class atmosphere,’ and so forth. Students absorb 
behavior and attitudes that are not specifically addressed by the public formal 
curriculum of textbooks, lesson plans, or state and local education guidelines.  
Organizational theorists look at the individuals who are in authority.  They 
suppose that the ideological commitments of teachers and administrators 
influence teaching and rule enforcement.  Jaros (1976) finds that elementary 
school teachers have an effect, independent of school administration and their 
audience, on the ability to understand conflict as a part of the political system. 
Niemi and Junn, whose positivist perspective is more in line with the 
majority of civic education research, recognize that the classroom is not the only 
place where political knowledge and attitudes are acquired, that schools “operate 
in the environment that surrounds them” (1998: 148).  Consequently, it is 
necessary to realize that schools are political institutions and there is no ‘neutral’ 
education, but not in the sense of the hidden curriculum or the Marxist perspective 
(Harber 1991).  Instead, Wesselingh (1998) suggests a continuum of the political 
dimension of education: indoctrination, socialization, and education. He 
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concludes that outright political indoctrination is rare, but so is open and 
participant classroom political education that allows for individual development.   
Instead, civic education has been expanded beyond the nominally political to 
accommodate a broader definition of citizenship.   
Verba and Nie (1972) and Sigel and Hoskin (1981) recognized that 
common school-related activities were political, such as involvement in the Boy 
or Girl Scouts, the Parent Teacher Association (PTA), and others.  In response to 
this, the notion of what counts as civic education has also broadened. Both in 
practice and research, extracurricular activities have become part of the broader 
civic education curriculum.  In their study of Israeli kibbutz, Gibton and Sabar 
(1995) found no formal Zionist education curriculum, but did find various 
extracurricular activities that were based on Zionism.  Along the same vein, 
Roker, Player, and Coleman (1999) find that the common conception of young 
people as apathetic is incorrect when accounting for nontraditional voluntary and 
campaigning activity.  This bodes well for the future of political participation as 
Hanks (1981) finds that adolescent participation in voluntary groups increases 
adult political participation.  And that even when controlling for personality, 
instrumental extracurricular activities such as student government result in more 
political involvement, higher political interest, and higher feelings of self-efficacy 
(Glanville 1999). 
Yet these increases do not seem to be uniformly distributed.  Galston 
(2001) notes research that boys are more likely to take advantage of the 
opportunity to participate in public arenas, which are usually school-related.  
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Boys also exhibit more extensive and more frequent interaction with their peers 
than girls within schools leading to the suspicion that males will be better 
prepared for the rigors of being elected to office.  Apparently also helpful to 
males are extracurricular activities that are specifically political, such as the 
Model United Nations (UN).  Rosenthal et al. (2001) finds that young women 
who participate in the Model UN take far fewer speaking turns and experience 
more frustration with the experience.  Context seemed to matter as issues with a 
feminine character and the presence of a female chair increased the likelihood of 
female turn-taking.  Rosenthal et al. (2001) believe that this will have 
repercussions for the future recruitment of women into politics where context 
cannot be controlled.   
Other possible influences schools have may be unintentional but lack the 
sinister nature of the ‘hidden curriculum.’  Political education may occur within 
skills-based subjects such as foreign languages.  A language course is also about 
the cultures of the peoples who speak the languages, including political 
institutions.  The word ‘culture’ does not inevitably evoke political institutions, 
but it is implicit.  Thus language education has become part of the integration of 
the European Union in an effort to promote understanding between countries 
(Starkey 1999).  Even the nature of the school may be a factor as Banks and 
Roker (1994) find significant differences between the educational experiences of 
girls from private and public schools after accounting for socioeconomic factors.  
Newman and Newman (1987) find that adolescents are directly affected by the 
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way they are treated by authority figures and how they deal with strong pressures 
towards conformity. 
Vance (2000) provides a final caution about the influence of schooling.  
He examines schooling in Aberdeen, Scotland, by which mid-16th century 
Scottish Protestant Reformers’ planned to form a new citizenry and create a new 
type of society, a godly commonwealth through education of the citizens.  The 
civil and religious authorities used the school system to indoctrinate the 
population at large in their efforts to establish a productive and ordered society.  
However, the reformers found that deeply ingrained and conflicting class and kin 
loyalties could not be overcome. Vance concludes that this indoctrination may 
have provided a clear vision of what was expected of godly citizens but it failed to 
force their unquestioning conformity to these expectations. 
The influence of education has proven difficult to pinpoint (Westholm, 
Lindquist, and Niemi 1990). Palonsky (1987) concludes that 25 years of political 
socialization research had established that schools and schooling are an 
independent variable in child’s acquisition of political content and attitudes.  But 
research has been unable to account for subsequent low levels of political efficacy 
and participation in adulthood.     
 
Family 
As perhaps the most important agent of political socialization, the family 
and home environment have been studied extensively.  The family as an agent has 
been credited with influencing early emotional attachments to authority figures 
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(Greenstein 1965; Greenstein 1970), political parties (Iyengar 1979), the nation-
state (Stillwell and Spencer 1973), and other political groups (Dawson and Prewitt 
1969; Easton and Dennis 1969). Abraham (1982) says that mothers and fathers 
held the most important positions over their children relative to teachers and peers 
when it came to voting behavior.   
An early example of such research are the panel studies of Beck and 
Jennings (1975; 1991), who look at the transmission of partisanship between 
generations. Beck and Jennings (1975) treated parents as ‘middlepersons’ who 
pass on partisan traditions from their parents to their own children.  Their primary 
question was just how stable and secure was the transmission of attitudes from 
one generation to another.  This study was first conducted in 1965 with the second 
panel being done in 1973.  During this time, upheaval related to civil rights, the 
Vietnam War and the feminist movement were potentially upsetting to the 
influence of parents.  In addition, changes in family structure through increased 
rates of divorce and single-parent households provide grounds for suspicion of the 
importance of parents in political domains.  In their first study, Beck and Jennings 
reaffirm the influence of parents by noting the strength of family structure as the 
presence of divorce and remarriage were important factors in how similar child 
attitudes were to parents’.  Further evidence is the traditional influence of paternal 
grandparents as the wife has converted more often to the father’s partisan 
tradition.  As more women enter the workforce and the traditional concept of 
marriage evolves, this trend has lessened.    
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According to their follow-up study, the legacy of parents has remained 
strong but that the the dominant role of the father has decreased as trends 
regarding the gender roles within marriage continued (Beck and Jennings 1991).  
Congruent with the changes in the traditional family structure, Beck and Jennings 
note that the rise in divorce and the entrance of women into the workforce had 
lasting effects due to children who grew up in one-parent households where 
women were the head.  Notably, children from the most ‘politicized’ families 
were also the ones most affected by the times, though it is easy to confuse the 
influence of the peer generation with that of parents (Cutler 1976).    
Glass, Bengtson and Dunham (1986) support this and further state that 
parents and children influence each other.  In their study, they follow three 
generations of families to find that parental attitudes tend to significantly predict 
childrens’ orientations after childhood.  In turn, the child influences parental 
attitudes throughout life, though the parent’s influence decreases with age.  
Subsequent work indicates that within a three-generation family study, the 
similarity between parent and child remains stable for much of adulthood (Miller 
and Glass 1989; Alwin and Krosnick 1991).  Further evidence of the nature of the 
influence of parents is found by Dolan (1995).  His work suggests that the 
stability of the family structure is not a significant factor when comparing single- 
versus two-parent households.  Instead, there is no difference between single- and 
two-parent households while he affirming the example set by the parent. 
Contrary to the influence of schools, the influence of parents has been 
characterized as more supportive than instructive in the acquisition of specific 
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political knowledge (Hyman 1959; Hess and Torney 1967).   Parents seemingly 
influence the attitudes and opinions of their children, but are not a source of 
specific knowledge. Generally, the parents do so through their own example, by 
being present as a role model and generalizing from their own family experience 
(Hess and Torney 1967; Atkin and Gantz 1978).  Comstock and Paik (1991) 
offers support for the bifurcation between parental influence on attitudes and 
opinions versus being a source of political knowledge.  They find that parents 
have more influence on opinions about issues while the media supplies 
information about those issues.  This can translate into future behavior as children 
raised in civically active households tend to be members of civic organizations 
themselves (Dooley 2000).  Sawyer (1999) finds that this is an interactive effect 
as civic involvement and association membership is often initiated by concerns 
about the welfare for one’s own children and then broadened into a concern for 
the community as a whole.     
Moore, Lare, and Wagner (1985) say parents provide an atmosphere that 
encourages civic behavior as much as become an example of how to become 
active citizens.  They find a correlation between the level of political interest a 
child shows and the level of discussion present in the home concerning political 
and current events.  This variation affects a child’s openness towards learning 
political information, using mass media as a source, and is symptomatic of the 
availability of resources such as print media, leisure time and role models.  Cobb 
(1986) supports the notion of parents creating an atmosphere conducive to 
political learning with his finding children will read print media more carefully 
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and closely depending on the environment created by the household.  Liebes and 
Rivak (1992) find that the family environment is a factor in the production of 
certain viewpoints in Israeli households.  Those parents who encourage more 
political discussion and argument are more likely to have children who adopt a 
‘dovish’ outlook regarding the Arab-Israeli conflict. 
But even these conceptions do not fully convey the potential influence of 
families. Renshon (1975) believes that the family’s influence is not easily seen as 
it takes place at a more basic level of psychic organization than attitudes or 
opinions.  He suggests using basic beliefs that are not overtly political such as 
interpersonal trust and personal control. These are concepts that are not easily 
reached by traditionally narrow survey questions.  Seigel (1984) agrees by noting 
that most studies of the socialization rely upon correlations gleaned from survey 
findings.  She believes that socialization literature underestimates how influential 
family interactions can be between parent and child due to a very narrow, strict 
definition of what is political.  Survey instruments by nature simplify very 
complex phenomena. Seigel points to how a child perceives and participates in a 
relationship with an authority figure, an interaction that takes place outside of 
manifestly political arenas. 
  
Mass Media 
The schools (Hess and Torney 1967) and families (Hyman 1959) have 
been crowned as the primary agent of political socialization at times, but the 
precedence of one over the other has been difficult to sustain empirically (Sigel 
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1995; Beck 1975).  The mass media occupies an interesting place alongside these 
two as it permeates both home and schools.  The mass media, consisting of 
exposure to broadcast and print media, has been consistently associated with 
political knowledge (Conway, Stevens and Smith 1975; Conway et al. 1982; 
Chaffee 1977).  In fact, the first contact young children have with politics tends to 
come from television (Drew and Reeves 1980).  Media consumption has been a 
consistent concern of those who study socialization.  As the mass media’s profile 
rose in the turbulence of the 1960s, the mass media was seen simultaneously to 
change with the times and influence those changes (Graber 1997; Robinson 
1977).  Congruent with the vast research that places the mass media as a major 
source of political knowledge for young people, there have been repeated calls for 
media education as a part of civic education (Buckingham 1999; Erjavec 2000). 
So what is the nature of media consumption for young people?  Television 
acts as the first major point of access to politics for children.  They incorporate the 
images of the president and other ‘heroic’ figures seen into the abstract concepts 
concerning government they learn at school (Choen, Adoni, and Drori 1983).  
Atkin and Gantz (1978) find that elementary school-age children learn from 
simplified news shows shown on Saturday morning.   But watching the news in 
such a way is rare for young children since they consider it to be an adult activity 
(Cullingford 1992; Buckingham 1996).  Yet this may not be a factor of age.  
Surveys have consistently shown that most Americans, for all of their television 
viewing, do not watch “explicit political news” every day (Poindexter 1980).  
Graber (1997) notes that viewership of fictional stories such as movies and 
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television shows with political themes, settings, and characters are the “most 
widely used sources for political information” (194).   
The irony is that some research may indicate that young children and 
adolescents are especially susceptible to the impact of television.  Atkin (1977) 
finds that exposure to political commercials influences the opinions of young 
viewers and that younger children have a larger disparity between their 
knowledge of a candidate and how much they like her.  There is also evidence to 
suggest that the impact on both boys and girls is uniform, unlike the 
extracurricular activities noted above.  The public nature of school activities 
seems to indicate females are much more unlikely to participate, thus making 
their involvement variable according to gender. Contrary to this, media 
consumption, which can be done alone and privately, is unaffected by gender 
(Conway et al. 1981).          
While mere exposure has been shown to be a positive influence on the 
knowledge that children have, their patterns of media use and the knowledge they 
gain may be detrimental to civic behavior.  Rubin (1976) warns that although the 
mass media are a prime source of political information for children, it would be 
misleading to conclude that mass media is simply an unbiased provider of 
information.  Rubin found that the overall amount of television viewing is not a 
factor in political knowledge, but instead has a negative influence on political 
knowledge.  The positive side of television and political knowledge comes from 
specific programming, namely public affairs programming.  Therefore, the 
viewing habits of children who watch television becomes much more important 
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than simple exposure.  Further research by Rubin actually discovers that higher 
amounts of television viewing leads to poorer attitudes towards government and 
lower perceptions of personal political efficacy (Rubin 1978).   
As well, the interactive effects of parents on the habits of children cannot 
be ignored.  As noted, parents act as role models for future political behavior.  
This extends to media consumption habits that are political in nature, which are 
largely dependent on communication patterns within the family itself (Roberts, 
Hawkins, and Pingree 1975).  For instance, families which have a higher 
tolerance for argument within their communication patterns tend to consume more 
news media (Liebes and Ribak 1991).  In fact, media becomes a part of the 
political communication that takes place within a family by prompting discussions 
or as a reference for points made in a political discussion (Liebes and Ribak 
1992). 
However, this branch of research has concentrated mostly upon the 
broadcast news media (Atkin 1981; Chaffee and Young 1990; Buckingham 
1999).  Another branch of research indicates that print media, such as newspapers 
and newsmagazines, may usurp television as the main source of political 
knowledge (Chaffee and Tims 1982). Atkin and Garramone (1984) show that 
television news viewing and newspaper reading both are associated with greater 
political knowledge than those who don’t watch news at all.  But they do make 
one crucial distinction in regard to the type of knowledge gained from each media 
consumption activity.  Newspaper reading is associated with enduring knowledge 
about fundamental political knowledge, such as the ideologies and policies of the 
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political parties and the workings of the congressional committee system.  
Television viewing, however, is associated with the transitory knowledge of 
current events such as candidates’ issues and personal attributes (Atkin and 
Garramone1984; Garramone and Atkin 1986).  However, media coverage is 
consistently named as the chief source of information by children (Graber 1997).  
In line with this finding, Mutz and Soss (1997) suggest newspapers have a 
particular type of influence.  When trying to influence the population through 
news coverage and editorials, they find newspapers are extremely limited in their 
ability to persuade individuals on a personal level.  But newspapers can influence 
a citizen’s perceptions of how important an issue is to the community as a whole.  
  The sociological contribution to explaining the potential impact of 
reading on political development centers around the question of persistence.  The 
traditional view of persistence is that residues of childhood are retained 
throughout life while the revisionist view states that preadult socialization is 
supplemented by adult experiences (Miller and Sears 1986).    Microenvironment 
tolerance norms typically show great continuity across most individuals’ 
lifespans, minimizing clash of adult environments with preadult socialization.  
Persistence may be due to both lasting power of early experience and to 
environmental continuity.  First, children are influenced by the example that is set 
by adults.  Second, the content of their knowledge is gained from schools and 
media primarily.  Parents tend to influence how political a person is and what 
their partisanship is but that influence does not last.   
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Books, Literacy, and Politics 
Theodore “Dr. Seuss” Geisel was chided early in his career for writing 
stories that were not suitable for forming good citizens (Scott 2000). He claimed 
he never wrote with a moral message in mind but he did write consistently about 
issues.  Yertle the Turtle (1958) was a reaction against the fascism of World War 
II, The Butter Battle Book (1984) reflected on nuclear proliferation, and The 
Lorax (1971) concerned environmental degradation.  Instead, the morals 
developed naturally from the plots of his stories, as Geisel noted: “kids…can see a 
moral coming a mile off and they gag at it…But there’s an inherent moral in any 
story” (Moje and Shyu 1992: 27).  Geisel did not wish to lecture or moralize but 
to entertain. And as he did so, he never failed to instruct or engage.   
Literature has a well-established reputation among political scientists as a 
means of introducing and explaining abstract political concepts and information.  
Zuckert (1981) recommends novels as political theory because they raise 
questions about the fundamental assumptions of liberal democracy.  Zuckert 
recommends Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn as an illustration of the difficulty in 
trying to act on the belief that all men are created equal.  Herman Melville’s Billy 
Budd examines the meaning of liberty and the foundations of political society.  
Meanwhile Twain’s A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court can be used in 
regard to the self-evident truths in the Declaration of Independence.  In each of 
these, the author shows the effect of regime on the formation of character or 
presents characters as reflections and products of society.   
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Zuckert (1981) points to the limitations of empirical theory, which 
generalizes about the human experience.  Abstract theories tend to lose sight of 
the fact that human life is lived by individuals, particular human beings who 
experience it largely internally.  As a picture of human life, the novel is more 
accurate than a general theory.  With the power of example, the novel provides a 
concrete and particular form that makes “it an especially apt means of critically 
examining political generalizations about the way people do and should live” 
(1981: 688).   
As a means of instruction, Otto (1992) believes that reading books other 
than textbooks is better because that is the reading students do in real life.  In 
particular, science fiction has been an especially fertile ground for exploring 
political issues and concepts.  Greenberg and Warrick (1974) have charged that 
academic political theory is static.  Science fiction is an exercise of the 
imagination that breaks the mental rigidity of academic political theory by 
stretching the boundaries of the possible.  Greenberg and Olander believe that 
science fiction can help the student of international relations through the “visions 
of possible international futures that have been provided by speculative writers” 
(1978: xx).  To them, science fiction is effective as a literary form of simulation 
and scenario construction since many theoretical situations are not able to  be 
subjected to experimentation. Hassler and Wilcox (1997) believe the best science 
fiction frequently includes a sophisticated depiction of political interactions. 
More broadly, political fiction is believed to be an effective means of 
making political science concrete (Green and Walzer 1969).  As an academic 
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discipline and profession filled with its own set of professional norms and jargon, 
theoretical material written by political scientists is less familiar to students and 
thus requires more effort to understand and apply.  Political fiction can thus serve 
as a transition to this material since it is a familiar medium in which to 
communicate political ideas and information (Clowers and Letendre 1977). 
But to treat literature merely as a way to clarify abstract concepts or as a 
trick to engage unmotivated students is to ignore the bulk of the concern shown 
for the impact of literature.  Literature can be a potent means of persuasion and 
source of information, as “literature makes things happen inside of readers” 
(Jackson 1992: 1).  Because of this, literature has a place in the ongoing definition 
of American values and culture as society comes to an understanding of the place 
and meaning of events and individuals in American political culture.  An 
excellent example is multiculturalism’s “tossed salad” metaphor for American 
society as a rival to the traditional assimilation narrative of the “melting pot.” 
Both metaphors are possible interpretations of the same physical reality, namely 
the meaning of the racial and cultural composition of the United States.  The 
distinction between the metaphors comes from unity or diversity is emphasized as 
the identity of the United States.   
Cruz (2000) says that such competitions are fought over the collective 
identity of the nation.  “At critical points…rival political leaders and 
entrepreneurs seek to persuade themselves and others that things must either 
remain as they are or be changed in significant ways” (2000: 276).  In effect, 
political rivals attempt to seize a part of the national identity.  Cruz warns that this 
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can only be done within the confines of the dominant culture.  As a medium for 
language, children’s literature is often used as a means of sharing metaphors since 
literature is considered an extremely efficient means of communication and 
children are believed to be extremely susceptible to its influence.  Thus, in many 
societies children’s literature can function as a paradigm both for understanding 
the community and, conversely, for determining and developing individual 
behavior and personality within that community (Bottigheimer 1986). 
Literature is one example of what is known as a narrative or story, which 
may be transmitted verbally or visually through different types of media.  Though 
difficult to define, narratives do share characteristics such as: (1) actions that 
require others to respond, (2) responses that can be characterized as appropriate or 
problematic, (3) characters that create the problems, bystanders who are harmed, 
or protagonists who may solve the problem, and (4) a conclusion that resolves the 
problem (Woodward and Denton 1996).  Narratives are an efficient means of 
communication due to a human being’s natural tendency to frame their 
understanding of the world in terms of narratives and related characters, giving 
shape and order to the world by devising and sharing stories (Fisher 1987).  Huck, 
Hepler, and Hickman (1997) claim this impulse to organize knowledge as a 
narrative is innate, that “the most basic human mind is a storytelling one” (7).  
Cochran-Smith (1984) notes that parent diaries like White (1954) and Butler 
(1979) provide evidence that narrative structure is related to how stories are 
comprehended and recalled. 
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Tabbert and Wardetzky (1995) identify reasons why stories impact 
children through impact theory.  Impact theory concentrates on the structure of 
literature and analyzes them for the personal impact on readers.  This line of 
inquiry is concerned with the book’s share in the reading impact than with the 
reader’s.  For impact researchers, the most successful children’s literature helps 
children to interpret reality.  Children have a special need for this as it might 
propel them to overcome not only their anxieties, but also their inferior status in a 
world run by adults.  The success of these stories comes not from their morals but 
from the thrills they provide.  In turn, they convey a sense of freedom by 
questioning norms or conventions, yet because the questioning is not meant to be 
absolute (as in satire or the grotesque) but playful and temporary, it may also 
reinforce a sense of social integration.  Both effects are highly welcome to 
children and allow children to have their cake and eat it too.  Iser argues that what 
distinguishes literature from expository texts is the high degree of 
indeterminancy, which enables a reader to join the author in creating a fictive 
world (Tabbert and Wardetzky 1995).   
Tabbert and Wardetzky’s (1995) study of 8-10 year olds found five 
elements that led to successful impact by a story.  They induced 1,577 children to 
make up their own stories.  They concluded that stories with these characteristics 
would also have strongest impact.  Recurrent narrative patterns are extremely 
important since they persist because they are simple and do not overtax young 
audiences.  This makes the stories easy to grasp and easy to recognize in changing 
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situations.  The child feels immediately at home because she is familiar with the 
rules and the orientation to a new story is effortless. 
Second, there are rules offered for identification according to gender, 
which are key identifying with the characters in a story.  In their study, boys 
responded more strongly a hero that responded to physical testing, while girls 
responded to the sympathy expressed by a protagonist. Indeed, there was not a 
single fairy tale among the hundreds written by girls where the heroine defeated 
an antagonist by means of a weapon.  Nor should it be assumed that identification 
by gender led to traditional stereotypes.  Boys heroes’ showed empathy and 
willingness to sacrifice while heroines were unafraid of the wide world, clever, 
and uncompromising in defending their claim to happiness.  The crucial 
difference was the path taken toward happiness. Boys do favor hero’s self-
assertion and competitive success to get ego reinforcement and happiness while 
girls favor ‘everlasting’ relationship founded on companionship and cooperation.  
Do not just simply follow traditional formulas but gather things from their own 
social system and own life.  
Third, fairy tales are attractive precisely because of their sharp and 
excessive dynamics.  Fairy tales take children to the darkest depths but also to the 
highest peaks. Stories are full of happiness or brimming with pain and life is 
never neutral.  Thus the conflict threshold of children is much higher than many 
people seem to believe.  According to this study, conflicts in literature should not 
be proportioned to the age of the reader since by their own stories children do not 
want to spared conflict.   
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Fourth, the structure of the narrative helps children to successfully develop 
ways of dealing with their own experiences.  Stories continually build up 
suspense that corresponds to the basic existential experiences of a child.  
Bettleheim (1978) notes that the child’s fears of being left alone, of suffering 
withdrawal of love, of physical or verbal violence, mental difficulties, 
helplessness lead to emotional strain.  In stories, a child confronts these fears in an 
illusion.  The child is able to maximize tension because the narrative has an 
ending.  This links fear with the certainty of being able to stand up against it 
victoriously.  Therefore, overcoming the threat is a valuable spur to self-
confidence for the child.  This may be why children want to listen to certain fairy 
tales again and again.  Those stories reinforce their courage, not their anxiety.  
The recurrent situation becomes training to rehearse strategies of mastering stress. 
Last, when a child becomes capable of reading the tales themselves, the 
fairy tale becomes inappropriate for the world around them.  The use of analogy, 
the magical causality, and magical determinism that is appropriate for the young 
child are replaced by an understanding of the stability of the natural world and 
how it works.  According to Tabbert and Wardetzky, children seem to enjoy the 
act of reading these no longer appropriate fairy tales because they are 
simultaneously overcoming the tensions within the story.  The act of reading in 
this case leads to a sense of superiority over their earlier fears (Tabbert and 
Wardetzky 1995).  
Bruner (1990) and Engel (1995) further believe stories are the key means 
of revealing the social world of human beings to children and how we are to 
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interact with one another.  To Bettelheim (1977), children’s literature and in 
particular fairy tales are important in this as the child is especially vulnerable to 
her own sense of bewilderment and lack of understanding.  The child must be 
given the chance to understand themselves in a very complex world.  Children’s 
literature transmits the cultural heritage of a child, which is key to providing a 
child with the experiences needed to find meaning in her life.  In this, Bettelheim 
believed that fairy tales were second only to the influence of parents. 
Appleby (1978) finds that the protection offered by culture is found in the 
“recurrent patterns of values” and “the stable expectations about the roles and 
relationships,” rather than the specifics of the story (Appleby 1978: 52).  Specific 
cultural conventions gel into plots that are repeated over and over again as they 
“become the conventional way of representing certain images, symbols, themes, 
and myths” (Yanarella and Sigelman 1988: 7).  Therefore, within the various 
genres for literature “is a deep lode of images, shapes, and myths that shape the 
cultural and social world that we Americans inhabit and that define the limits of 
the culturally and ideologically permissible” (Yanarella and Sigelman 1988: 9). 
Albrecht (1954) suggests that the relationship between society and 
literature can be characterized in three ways: literature as a reflection of society, 
literature as an influence or shaper of society, and literature as a means of social 
control. Literature as a reflection of society simply states that the products of 
culture, such as literature or music, mirror the social order in some way.  For 
example, Griswold (1981) suggests that generally American novels are different 
than European during the last half of the nineteenth century, supporting a belief 
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that “literature reflects national character” (1981: 760).  Albrecht (1956) finds that 
the cultural norms of the middle-class American family are reflected in short 
stories and support the notion that middle-class values are the most dominant in 
American society.  These three relationships allow us to divide literature into four 
distinct categories: national literature, propaganda, political novels, and ordinary 
literature.  The categories are divided by the intent of the author and the political 
content of the work, whether it is manifest or latent. 
Literature as a means of social control is most popularly recognized as 
propaganda, but this fails to convey the complexity of social control as a concept.   
Propaganda has traditionally been associated with crude attempts to corrupt the 
knowledge of the general population in order to mobilize public support for 
government policy.  This image has largely been a legacy of the wartime rhetoric 
of the Axis and Allies during World War II and then the ideological Cold War 
competition between the United States and the Soviet Union.  Posters glorifying 
service to the state and movies that sanctify sacrifice in the name of a political 
ideal are prime examples.  Socialization researchers, however, recognize a much 
wider notion by including latent as well as manifest content in different media.  
Books such as Should We Burn Babar? (Kohl 1995) and Catching Them Young 
(Dixon 1977) testify to the danger some see in political ideas that may or may not 
be explicitly written into children’s books.  These radical theories, as Cook (1982) 
calls them, imply some “conspiratorial use of children’s stories as a form of social 
control on vulnerable little minds” (1982: 8). 
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 Literature as a shaper of society, according to Albrecht (1954), 
tends to look at literature either as a corruption of society or a promoter of 
morality.  However, Albrecht warns that the influence of literature or other art is 
more likely to be part of some larger diffusion of ideas and that such influence “is 
clearly not the function of the work of art itself” (1954: 435).  More likely is the 
role such as that suggested by Corse (1995), that literature may be an adjunct of 
attempt to “articulate, affirm, and broadcast” a political message (1995: 1293).  
This conception of literature is counter to that of a national effort guided by 
government officials who edit and guide the creative efforts of a nation’s writers.  
In recognition of this dynamic, “literary journalists, literary critics, authors 
themselves, patrons of the arts, and publishers, waged a conscious and vigorous 
campaign to stimulate, identify, and promote the development of an American 
literature” during the early years of the United States (Corse 1995: 1294). 
A national literature tries to deliberately establish or redefine the cultural 
world that, according to Pye, “gives form and substance to political processes” 
(1995: 965).  Corse (1995) cites the American example of the early 1800s when 
American intelligentsia united in the attempt to create and disseminate a uniquely 
American literature as an expression of independence from Great Britain.  This 
helps to foster an identity for America, a purposeful expression of national pride.  
This expression has political implications but is not a representation of 
government policy. 
Propaganda refer to works that are “in tune with [a] regime’s…policies” 
(Koon 1985: 76) and are an “instrument of the authorities to create and develop 
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the society and political culture they desire” (Chang 1979: 243).  In such cases, 
the creation, editing, and publishing of these books is under the control and 
direction of a political organization.  Most often, that political organization is that 
of the nation-state, but this phenomenon is not limited to such cases.  For 
example, many private organized interests have used works of literature to 
promote their own agenda, such as the attempt by the timber industry to promote 
one particular logging practice with a taxpayer-financed children’s book in 
Pennsylvania called “Let’s Talk About Clearcutting” (Borowski 1999: E07). 
Political novels are distinguished by one criterion; the vision of the writer 
and the integrity of the work take precedence over the political effects that may 
result from it.  As Howe (1957) puts it, when a political novel convinces a reader 
of a position, it is “engaged in a task of persuasion which is not really its central 
or distinctive purpose…[T]he political novelist…establishes a complex system of 
intellectual movements, in which his own opinion is one of the most active yet not 
entirely dominating movements…[reflecting] the vast respect which the great 
novelist is ready to offer to the whole idea of opposition, the opposition he needs 
to allow for in his book against his own predispositions and yearnings and 
fantasies.  He knows that his own momentum, his own intentions, can be set loose 
easily enough; but he senses, as well, that what matters most of all is to allow for 
those rocks against which his intentions may smash but, if he is lucky, they may 
merely bruise” (1957: 22-23).  
Literature is hailed by many as an extremely effective means of expressing 
ideas.  This is done by expressing the abstract idea in such a way that reflects 
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human experience and brings action to the fore.  Howe (1957) reflects that the 
political novel should be evaluated as any other novel: “how much of our life does 
it illuminate? How ample a moral vision does it suggest? (24).”  But political 
novels must be specifically judged by how much it jostles their own ideas and it 
does so by “exposing their opinions to a furious action, and as these melt into the 
movement of the novel, to find some common recognition, some supervening 
human bond above and beyond ideas.”  The reader is in contest with the writer, 
who wants to raise up the reader to the heights of the idea and abstraction while 
the reader is bound to the experience of his own life and experiencing the action 
of the story itself.  The ideas in the novel are transformed into something other 
than the ideas of a political program.  The idea of a novel is not to persuade, but 
that while we are reading, “a political novel can enrich our sense of human 
experience, while it can complicate and humanize our commitments, it is only 
rarely that it will alter those commitments themselves” (22). 
Ordinary literature is the stuff of entertainment and leisure; as a category, 
it accounts for the vast majority of books read in the United States.  These books, 
as opposed to the other categories, have potentially the greatest socializing effect 
upon children.  The authors do not intend to change the minds of their readers in 
regard to political positions or take direction from a political authority.  The 
content of their work may become political but is not dominated by political ideas 
or placed in a political setting.  As such, the relationship that this category has 
with society is not from the power of its ideas but from the cumulative effect of its 
consumption.   
    76
Reading as a political activity is difficult to define.  Its political relevance 
is partially influenced by the political context of the pertinent political system.  A 
democratic system such as the United States maintains a very strong wall between 
government interference with personal reading choices to go along with a general 
reluctance to exert government power in such a personal context. In a totalitarian 
system, the distinction between personal and political is lost.  Both the habit of 
reading and the books available are controlled, as O’Dell (1978) notes in her 
study of children’s literature in the Soviet Union.  In Soviet Russia, she notes that 
topics, editorial assistance, and criticism are all government functions.  Even 
more, the norms for how often the library should be visited and how many books 
should be read were specified. 
One area especially relevant for totalitarian societies are official 
publications such as textbooks and publications for the young.  Lee and Zhan 
(1991) found that the values of Chinese adults reflected the ideals portrayed in the 
official youth magazines they were exposed to as children.  They concluded that 
the message of those early experiences with the magazines at least had not been 
contradicted by subsequent experiences. Schon (1987) found similar Cuban 
attempts would be as successful.  She judged them to be “spiritless, moralistic” 
stories that insisted on teaching good behavior but they lack “interesting themes, 
coherent plots and/or honest characters” (1978: 655).  Fratczak (1981) compared 
two sets of Polish primary-school textbooks from the years 1938 and 1976-1978.  
He hypothesized that under two very different political systems, the respective 
ideological and constitutional bases of the two sets of textbooks would be vastly 
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divergent.  These differences would be reflected by the types of social relations, 
personality types and influences they would have.  Surprisingly, he found that the 
textbooks were largely similar, with few important differences.   
Chang (1979) found that textbooks from the People’s Republic of China 
were used as a vehicle and an expression of revolutionary change, playing a role 
in the larger goals of China.  Koon (1985) documented Italian textbooks full of 
the fascist rhetoric and mythology associated with Mussolini, reinforcing his 
infallibility and near-divinity.  Surprisingly, she found the textbooks to be of high 
quality and concluded they must have been generally effective.  However, she 
does caution that the influence of these textbooks weakened as the children aged 
and spent less time in school. 
Nazi Germany and Soviet Russia were especially active in using 
children’s literature as a cultural and political tool.  The Nazis emphasized 
traditional German legends and folklore to “develop a ‘tough-minded’ race that 
would conquer and rule all of Europe” (Kamenetsky 1984: 12).  German folktales 
were used by the Nazis to promote “their brand of 'symbolic' interpretation 
[which] reduced their value to an instrument of National Socialist propaganda” 
(Kamenetsky 1984: 81).  However, this effort was seriously handicapped by the 
inability of Nazi censors to keep popular pre-Nazi tales out of private hands.  
Soviet Russia also used children’s literature as a means of shaping and controlling 
their people.  In contrast with the Nazi model, Soviet children’s literature was 
based on the values of the Soviet system, not the glories of Russia.  The Soviet 
model emphasized placing the interests of the group ahead of the individual, 
    78
placing the Communist party at the center of patriotism and progress, and 
revering atheism among other values (O’Dell 1978).   
 Childhood reading, as a habit and its content, are treated very differently 
in a democratic society such as the United States.  It often is the battlefield for 
what have been termed “cultural wars” (Hunter 1991).  Instead of being 
controlled directly by the government, children’s literature becomes political 
when involved in the transmission of values from one generation to the next.  For 
example, Wright (2001) notes that comic books became a specific focus of 
controversy when they wormed their way in between children and their parents, 
schools, and churches.  In response to comics that were considered violent and 
graphic, an anti-comics crusade erupted that led to congressional hearings and 
laws banning their sale.  Comic books were considered to be a bad influence on 
especially impressionable young people. 
The concern over children’s literature has centered on both content and the 
habit reading itself.  One constant concern has been the amount of leisure reading 
done by young people when so much time is devoted to watching television and 
going online.  Recent studies show that adolescents and college students spend a 
lot of their leisure time reading (Krashen 2001; Cohen 1999; Mellon 1987).  
Indeed, 85% of 12-17 year olds enjoy reading for “fun” (Publisher’s Weekly 
1998).  Even more, younger kids have been shown to be the most voracious 
readers of them all, as over one-third say they read often (Selling to Kids 1997). 
However, this level of reading may not continue as many booksellers have 
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reported lower sales levels, which they attribute to easier access to the Internet 
(Carvajal 1999).  
All of this polling activity implies that reading is a priority for a 
democratic society and research would seem to confirm that.   According to the 
Report of the Commission on Reading in the United States (Anderson, Hiebert, 
Scott, and Wilkinson 1985), reading is a cornerstone of success in school and 
throughout life.  Kirsch and Guthrie (1984) found that reading is a necessary 
aspect of job and career development, that to adults “reading is not an 
inconsequential aspect of life outside the classroom” (230).  Recreational reading 
has been found to improve reading comprehension, writing skill, spelling and 
vocabulary (Krashen 1993).  Anderson, Wilson, and Fielding (1988) found that, 
for 5th graders, the amount of time spent reading books outside of school was the 
best predictor of reading comprehension, vocabulary, and speed.  Students in 4th, 
8th, and 12th grade who reported more reading outside school were found to 
perform better on a test of reading comprehension (Foertsch 1992).  Taylor, Frye, 
and Maruyama (1990) found that reading as little as 15 minutes a day contributed 
significantly to gains in reading achievement for 5th and 6th graders.  
Unfortunately, another consistent finding is that the amount of time spent in 
recreational reading starts to decline in the middle school years (Clary 1991; 
Greaney 1980).    
Reading is often depicted as a solitary pursuit, yet research shows it to be 
profoundly social, which means its political impact is often underestimated.  As 
Long (1994) notes, “midcentury American empirical studies of adult reading 
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show, social isolation depresses readership, and social involvement encourages 
it…Most readers need the support of…other readers, [and] the participation of a 
social milieu” (1994: 193).  Her own research notes that reading groups 
encourage participation and by definition “demands taking a stance” on how an 
individual will relate to society (1994: 200).   
There is also evidence that the use of public resources for the consumption 
of printed materials has societal benefits, since the public library “can turn the 
reading experience into a total experience” (The Bookseller 2001: 6).  McQuillian 
and Au (2001) suggest that organized trips to the school library help students in 
the amount of reading they do.  Loertscher and Woods (2002) report research that 
when an entire school faculty join the librarian in promoting reading, students 
respond positively. Furthermore, the public library is felt to be superior to that of 
private bookstores as the library gives more autonomy and patrons feel they 
“own” their local library (Toyne and Underwood 2001).   
The habit of reading has been found to have a greater impact on civic 
behavior and knowledge than watching television.  Chaffee and Yang (1990) 
assert that early reading is extremely important to later political socialization.  
They note that it is not necessary to read in order to stay informed of politics, but 
they do find that those who follow politics most closely on television also follow 
politics closely in the print media.  Further, those who use print media and 
television together eventually are much more knowledgeable than those who rely 
upon television alone.  Second, they find that those who do rely on television are 
less likely than readers to vote, to be volunteers for campaigns, or even 
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understand the impact of politics on their lives.  Tims and Chaffee (1983) found 
that reading newspapers and newsmagazines produced more knowledge than just 
television by itself.  Hofstetter et al. (2000) further suggest that elementary school 
children who have higher reading levels have more knowledge and greater 
understanding of current events.      
However, most of this research is geared towards news media 
consumption and excludes recreational reading (Cullingford 1992; Buckingham 
1996).  Greenstein (1960) and Hess and Easton (1960) assumed that children’s 
literature could be a source for positive views about political leaders.  Others have 
investigated the question of the portrayal of political figures, but their results have 
been mixed (Marshall 1981; Cook 1983; Chilton and Chilton 1993; Cooper and 
Schwerdt 2000).  Only Chaffe and Yang (1990) and Bennett, Rhine, and 
Flickinger (2000) have looked at the habit of reading for political impact apart 
from the news media, finding a positive relationship. Children’s literature in 
general has been considered apolitical and therefore their influence has been 
either assumed or discounted (Cook 1990). 
As opposed to a totalitarian society’s officially sanctioned and published 
books, American children’s literature has been in the hands of private citizens and 
their plurality of agendas.  It is not so simple to understand the role of children’s 
literature by looking at official policy and gauge its consequences.  Therefore, it 
has been more instructive and common to look upon children’s literature as a 
reflection of society, a shaper of society, and as attempts at social control 
(Albrecht 1954).  This has set the stage for a much livelier yet also more 
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indeterminate debate about the impact of children’s literature than would be 
present in a totalitarian society where an official position is taken by a coercive 
government. 
Hurlimann (1967) notes that the first attempts at children’s books were 
moral guides trying to persuade children of “the profits of virtuous behavior” 
(1967: xiii).  Soon however, stories and fairy tales were being written with the 
purpose of entertainment, not solely moral instruction.  As this became more 
acceptable, children’s literature became more and more widespread.  Hurlimann 
notes that this development transcended national and cultural boundaries.  
Significantly for the development of American literature, there are many “cross-
currents of influence which exist between” Europe and the United States 
(Hurlimann 1967: xviii). Hurlimann believes strongly in the impact of children’s 
books, but it is “the right books at the right time” that matter and filling this need 
is the duty of parents, teachers, and librarians to do so (1967: xviii).  
Lystad (1980) assumes that books for children tend to reflect the attitudes 
of a nation, as older generations socialize their young by declaring their values 
and aspirations for the future of society.  She notes that American works have 
traditionally and should continue to emphasize egalitarianism, freedom of choice, 
and self-expression.  Her content analysis focused on the social characteristics of 
actors, human needs and how those needs were satisfied.  Lystad portrays changes 
in society as responses to suit the needs of the individual, according to Maslow’s 
hierarchy of needs (Maslow 1954).  As a result, she believes that children’s 
literature will concern itself even more with the gap between the ideals mentioned 
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and the reality of the situation.  As a shaper of society, children’s literature will 
“focus on cultural diversity, on expressive needs, and on freedom of choice for all 
people, encourages children to explore and question, to do and be” (Lystad 1980: 
261). 
Sutherland and Arbuthnot (1991) note the vast changes in American 
society have influenced children’s literature and are reflected in them.  They 
specifically point to the increasing appreciation for variety within American 
culture: “The enormous range of books available today reflects an awareness of 
the difference among children as well as the similarities” (Sutherland and 
Arbuthnot 1991: 7-8).  Children’s literature also reflects the conflict between the 
values of the past and those of contemporary society.  Many adults have become 
alarmed at these changes in society.  The response of authors and publishers has 
been to include the “crime, violence, contemporary sex patterns, and other 
inescapably evident facts of our society” within their books (Sutherland and 
Arbuthnot 1991: 8).  While Sutherland and Arbuthnot realize that many of these 
changes are controversial, they welcome the variety of subjects that are in 
children’s literature and believe it makes for better literature. 
Crandall (1969) charts the “aggressive cultural nationalism” that pervaded 
children’s books of mid-19th century America.  A generation had developed in the 
early 1800s with a deep belief in the unique nature of America and its institutions.  
The “juvenile literature from 1825 to 1860 reflected the reality and, to a 
considerable extent, the shape of the nationalistic spirit which nurtured it” and 
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was to be an instrument for producing “young patriots and future solid citizens” 
(Crandall 1969: 4). 
MacLeod (1978) offers another understanding of literature as a reflection, 
but not as a mirror.  For example, the portrayal of slavery in the 19th century was 
usually “mild and indirect-small clue to the bitter struggle that was to split the 
nation” (1978: 18).  Instead, those who wrote the books did not reflect what was 
happening in America but what the “felt about what was happening” (1978: 20).  
MacLeod (1994) suggests that such a finding is unsurprising when "the literature 
we write for children is inevitably permeated by our most fundamental emotional 
attitudes toward ourselves, toward our society, and, of course, toward childhood" 
(1994: ix-x).   MacLeod charges that most American children’s books are silent 
about the social and political climate of their respective period.  She believes that 
most contemporary children’s books authors focus on the personal at the expense 
of larger questions.  Instead, children’s books have conveyed "the emotional tone 
of their culture" through portrayals of daily life (172).  
Perhaps literature as a reflection of society can be better understood as a 
reflection of children’s books authors and publishers.  Kaestle (1988) notes that 
there is a tension between standardization and diversity in the popular press.  
“Newspapers, magazines, and books set limits and provide opportunities for 
readers.  Printed material cannot contribute to the formation and maintenance of 
diverse views if diverse printed material is not produced.  Similarly, common 
exposure to shared information, values, and symbols can come through printed 
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materials only if similar publications are produced and widely distributed, and if 
people have the skills, the time, and the opportunity to read them”  (1988: 524).   
For Kaestle, diversity is attained through the number of publications, how 
independent these publications are from one another, and the variation among 
topics covered and ideologies represented.  Standardization means more people 
are reading the same publications, outlets are consolidated into the hands of a few, 
and there is a drop in the range of topics and ideology.  Up until the 1950s, the 
forces for standardization prevailed, producing a “common print culture”.  The 
total number of newspapers declined, but their circulation increased.  In turn, 
consolidation occurred with chains increasing the number of newspapers they 
control and carrying less local news.  Magazines went through similar process.  
Kaestle says that the culture itself was not standardized but the print media was.  
During the 1960s and 1970s, the conformist culture came under attack.  General 
interest magazines gave way to more specialized ones as television got the 
advertising revenue for general audiences. Different groups began to have their 
own publications as printing became cheaper and more accessible to smaller 
publishers.  On the outlet side, bookstore franchising has consolidated the 
bookstore industry but the lower cost of printing has led to an explosion in the 
number of small presses.  Kaestle concludes that there are trends towards both 
diversity and standardization (1988). 
McQuivey and McQuivey (1998) finds that the trend towards 
consolidation within media continues.  But this has not led to domination by 
larger corporations.  McQuivey and McQuivey find that the size of the publishers’ 
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parent company does not matter.  Larger corporations do not sell more books than 
smaller ones. Greco (1997) concurs by citing data that fails to support a notion of 
an industry that is either monopolistic or oligopolistic.  
So what does this mean for the children’s book industry itself?   
According to Duke (1979), juvenile publishing is of a different character than 
adult publishing.  Sales are more consistent over time for children’s books. Adult 
books live and die in a six month period.  Juvenile books, though slower to take 
off, may have a long life on the backlist once they have caught on.  As they sell 
for a longer period of time, juvenile books are cheaper to produce and there have 
been few juvenile books which have not been profitable.   
In fact, the proponents of Marxism have been unable to make a connection 
between consolidation of the publishing industry and the diversity of stories 
written.  Marxism claims a direct relationship between economic conditions and 
the superstructure, which consists of art, law, and other social structures.  The 
nature of the relationship between art and economics was a hotly debated issue 
during the 1920s and 1930s.  According to Leon Trotsky and others, Marxism 
could not account for the ‘facts’ of literature, the works themselves.  Art and 
literature was the only place where the application of Marxism continued to be an 
issue. It was concluded that art is an autonomous system and that a rigorous 
Marxist literary theory could not be developed (Eisen 1996). 
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Conclusion 
I claim that the development of reader and the citizen are closely tied to 
the development of the whole person. Cochran-Smith (1984) reminds us that 
making sense of stories is a constructive process and research on literacy 
demonstrates it is a function of both community and home.  Reading is a social, 
interactive activity, as well as a solitary, individual activity.  As a social activity, 
reading encourages intimacy among fellow readers or between readers and 
listeners.  It provides a framework for relating to one another by providing a focus 
of attention and specific roles for reader and listener. 
Iser (1989) says that to look at the reader and the text separately only 
works if they were a transmitter and receiver respectively, but they are not. As 
noted by Piaget and others, the reader does not receive passively, but seizes the 
text by composing it.  The postmodern view takes this a step further by noting the 
difference between reading and other interactions.  The social impact of reading is 
limited due to the fact there is no face-to-face interaction.  Therefore, the reader 
can never learn how accurate or inaccurate his views of the text are.  
Postmodernism introduces the validity of the individual’s construction as a 
boundary on the power of the individual to construct her world. 
Iser (1989) says this gap is typical of communication.  People cannot 
know how others know them, so we communicate to bridge that gap. 
Interpersonal communication arises from gaps that act as an inducement for 
communication itself.  Similarly, it is the gaps between reader and text that lead to 
the communication in the reading process.  The discrepancy between the reader 
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and the text is indefinite, which leads to the variety of communication possible. 
Therefore, if communication is to be possible, the reader’s activity has to be 
controlled by text in some way.  Communication in literature then is a process set 
in motion by a mutually restrictive and magnifying interaction between the 
explicit and the implicit. 
Perhaps the strongest statement comes from MacIntyre (1981).  He 
believes that man is a story-telling animal that tries to approach truth through his 
stories. “It is through hearing stories about wicked stepmothers, lost children, 
good but misguided kings, wolves that suckle twin boys, youngest sons who 
receive no inheritance but must make their own way in the world and eldest sons 
who waste their inheritance on riotous living and go into exile to live with the 
swine, that children learn or mis-learn both what a child and what a parent is, 
what the cast of characters may be in the drama into which they have been born 
and what the ways of the world are. Deprive children of stories and you leave 
them unscripted, anxious stutterers in their actions as in their society, including 
out own, except through the stock of stories which constitute its initial dramatic 
resources” (1981: 216). 
Gass (1972) stresses this duality of reading: ‘those are the paired wonders 
of reading: the world-creating power of books, and the readers’ effortless 
absorption that allows the book’s fragile world, all air and thought, to maintain 
itself for a while, a bamboo and paper house among earthquakes; within it reader 
acquire peace, become more powerful, feel braver and wiser in the ways of the 
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world.’(1972: 1).  Carr (1981) implicitly supports this by noting the difficulty in 
fully accounting for the experience of reading, with a full specification of its 
component skills and their hierarchical integration.  Carr’s review of the reading 
comprehension literature led to some disappointment because “they make clear 
the tremendous intellectual distance that has yet to be traveled before anything 
like a scientifically complete description of the reading process will be achieved” 
(601). 
The development of the citizen and the reader is murky as the overall 
account of each is through inference, not uncontestable facts.  The all-
encompassing nature of both activities and identities runs into the same obstacles 
as the desire to know the development of the child.  But we can know a few 
things.  First, reading as a habit and individual books can have enormous 
influence on the individual.  Second, the impact of reading is significant for 
political behavior and beliefs though it will vary from individual to individual.  
Third, the importance of reading is acknowledged by all in the political arena and 
an enormous amount of energy is spent on trying to control the access of young 
children to literature.  Fourth, that research and theory reinforces the importance 
of reading on the development.  Conversely, indeterminate findings lead to an 
enormous amount of anxiety concerning what people read and this fuels the 
intensity of debates about censorship and literacy. 
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 CHAPTER THREE 
RESEARCH DESIGN 
 
Having established the importance of literature as an agent of influence, 
this chapter will present a content protocol to measure the extent and nature of 
civic content within a sample of children’s literature.  The goal is to determine if 
children’s literature is generally supportive of civic education.  In this protocol, 
concepts and practices associated with democracy will be precisely defined.  
Questions designed to measure the presence of these concepts and practices will 
be then be presented and explained.   
The basic concepts of democracy are not without controversy, however, 
and thus civic education is consequently also prone to conflict.  Within public 
education, the content of the civic education curriculum is the site of tension 
among parents, school officials, organized interests and civic education advocates.  
There is no official document or single common understanding as to what 
democracy and its associate concepts mean.  Consequently, the first section of 
chapter three will explore civic education and the nature of politics within 
children’s literature. 
 
Politics in Children’s Literature 
The central question regarding political content in children’s books is what 
qualifies as political.   A generic understanding of politics substitutes a notion of 
organized power in a community as opposed to formal government institutions or 
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practices (Duverger 1962: xiii). A democracy with formal structure contrasts with 
a democratic setting that has democratic practices or ideals demonstrated that is 
often found in literature.  In Duverger’s definition, “organized power” includes 
but does not restrict itself to official organizations or personnel but includes any 
exercise of power within a group larger than one person.  Conversely, a 
“community” does not limit itself to officially recognized entities.  With such an 
understanding, the relationship of child to parent may become a proxy for the 
relationship of the individual to authority.  Therefore, it is easier to see how 
children’s book authors are much like other artists, in that the “artist and the 
statesman…occupy some of the same ground and pursue many of the same 
objectives” (Barber and McGrath 1982: ix).  
Organized power and community are generic concepts that support the 
political relevance of children’s books.  The parameters for what can be 
considered political are expanded greatly when an investigation explores both 
manifest and latent content.  According to Cook (1990), manifest political content 
consisting of political characters or settings is rare within children’s books.  
However, latent political content is widespread in the form of ‘cultural 
definitions’ that help to shape everyday politics (Cook 1990: 40).   Latent content 
better reflects the generic notion of politics that we will use here.  Latent content 
can be found in generally two ways. First, children’s literature is often used as a 
metaphor for a political issue.  Typical of this genre are Dr. Seuss stories such as 
The Butter Battle Book (1984), which uses an escalating rivalry between two 
groups over which side to butter bread as a metaphor for the Cold War nuclear 
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arms race between the United States and the Soviet Union.  In this instance, we 
see clearly how latent does not mean it is necessarily indistinct.   
The second way in which political content may be found is more subtle.  
Often the substance and plot of many children’s books involve cultural issues and 
behaviors that are latently political.  For example, Mordicai Gerstein’s Caldecott 
Medal-winning The Man Who Walked Between the Towers (2003) is politically 
relevant in two particular ways.  The story recounts a tight-rope walk between the 
towers of the World Trade Center by a Frenchman in 1974.  The manifest 
political content of the story shows how government works as the tight-rope 
walker is arrested, brought before a judge, and then is sentenced.  Latent content 
is first found in how justice is served by balancing the need for law and order with 
the nature of the crime, a harmless trespassing offense.   
Latent content is also found in the specific desire by the author to remind 
us the towers are gone.  Gerstein does not recount the attack itself but he does 
seek to remember the towers and consider what has been lost through their 
destruction.  Though Gerstein does not seem to want to enter a political discussion 
about why the attack occurred or how it should have been responded to, he does 
hope to keep the Towers in the collective American memory. Gerstein is trying to 
persuade us that the Towers have more than just a personal, subjective meaning.  
It is the latent nature of the content that makes it political. 
A study of literature and politics is fraught with peril as the subjective 
interpretation of texts combines with the natural controversy attendant with 
politics in general.  This represents danger to the validity and reliability of the 
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study.  A textbook strategy for content analysis is to identify basic concepts and 
attributes and then compose a series of questions to measure the presence of those 
concepts and attributes within a sample.  However, as we shall see in the next 
section, this is not a straightforward proposition. 
 
Data Sources 
Civic education is for the purpose of educating young people into their 
role as democratic citizens.  Democracy is not to be equated with politics, 
however.  Democracy is one possibility of several political arrangements, 
reflected in the diversity of experiences to be found in reading children’s literature 
such as the dictatorial behavior of Dr. Seuss’ Yertle the Turtle.  Civic education 
brings democracy exclusively to children while their literature brings a broader 
experience to them.  Therefore, along with the aims of civic education, the 
insights of political science can illuminate even more the messages children may 
be exposed to.  Data must be collected that reflects the civic content of children’s 
literature as well as more general political content.  This section describes sources 
for civic content and for general political content. 
Even the most basic civic terms come with baggage.  “Democracy” itself 
is typical.  Bernard Crick (2002) refers to democracy as ‘a most promiscuous 
word’ and is quick to assert that various meanings and values have been attached 
to the concept of democracy over the last two thousand years (2002: 1).  Robert 
Dahl (1998) echoes this sentiment: “the very fact that democracy has such a 
lengthy history has actually contributed to confusion and disagreement, for 
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‘democracy’ has meant different things to different people at different times and 
places” (1998: 3).   
To combat these threats, I looked to several sources to determine precisely 
what constitutes democracy.  For a study of children’s literature as a source of 
civic education, two considerations guided my search: the definitions must be 
widely accepted and the definitions must be age-appropriate.  Therefore, I 
searched for concepts and definitions that would be found in national civic 
education standards for elementary age children.  Such national standards would 
logically be associated with the federal Department of Education. However, there 
is no official national curriculum for civic education since local and state 
preeminence in education restrains the federal government from devising national 
education policy (NCES 2001).  Consequently, public civic education is neither 
universal nor homogeneous in the United States as each state has different 
requirements and not all states require a civics or government course for 
graduation.  As evidence, the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 
determined that in 1994, only 78 percent of all high school graduates had taken at 
least one semester of civics or government (NCES 1997). 
Since the national government is prevented from imposing standards, 
private civic education advocates are the most comprehensive source for civic 
education standards.  These organizations make periodic attempts to provide a 
comprehensive guide for what should be included in civic education curriculums.  
It should be possible to discern democratic principles and behaviors from such 
civic education guides.  As noted by Ball et al. (1989), the terms and phrases of 
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democratic education are political language which reflects the shared 
understanding of concepts.  In turn, these concepts inform and shape the beliefs 
and practices of political agents, notably civic education advocates.  But the 
statements from Crick and Dahl warn us that civic education guides are not likely 
to be mirrors of one another.  
Civic education advocates are not neutral but, like all others involved in 
politics, participate “because they want to see the powers of government used for 
some particular purpose” (Fiorina and Peterson 2002: 10-11).  Merelman (1996) 
notes that national civics standards inherently involve political issues and 
conflicts.  In his analysis of  the advocacy group Center for Civic Education’s 
National Standards for Civics and Government (1994), Merelman observed that 
the timing of the proposal and the attention it received from the federal 
government was not driven by a consensus regarding the state of the American 
citizenry but are a reflection of its divisions.  He concludes that political education 
cannot be neutral as proposed standards are symbolic and, furthermore, are 
reflective of the “many conflicts and ambivalences in a political culture” (1996: 
57).  But it must be cautioned that while the guides may not mirror one another 
there may still be shared agreement among them on concepts and their meaning.  
Such shared agreement can be found among the primary source document 
for this investigation.  The Albert Shanker Institute, as part of the American 
Federation of Teachers, has published Educating Democracy: State Standards to 
Ensure a Civic Core (2003) report.  The purpose of this report is to identify and 
redress weaknesses in individual state civic education standards.  Educating 
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Democracy is an effort to provide a coherent foundation for civic education by 
identifying a “civic core and what should be in it” (Gagnon 2003: 133).  The 
proposal provides a comprehensive civic education guide for schools and is 
targeted towards the elementary through high school years. The sources for this 
‘core’ are the concepts and behaviors outlined in the U. S. Department of 
Education’s The NAEP 1998 Technical Report (2001) and the Center for Civic 
Education’s Education for Democratic Citizenship: A Framework (Quigley and 
Bahmueller 2003). 
Both sources are being used since democracy is both a conceptual ideal as 
well as a working form of government (Dahl 2000).  The NAEP’s excerpt consists 
of three interrelated components that comprise knowledge, skills (both intellectual 
and participatory), and dispositions.  The Center for Civic Education’s excerpt is a 
list of the essential characteristics of democracy (Gagnon 2003).    From the 
NAEP, concepts from the participatory skills component will be used but not 
those from the knowledge and intellectual skills components.  The knowledge 
component consists of specific references to American politics or history that is 
unlikely to be found in children’s literature.  And though reading and discussing 
children’s stories may enhance intellectual skills, this investigation will describe 
rather than actually test if reading does enhance the skills of children.   
The last two components, participatory skills and civic dispositions, are 
much more appropriate for our purposes.  Participatory skills “enable citizens to 
monitor and influence public and civic life by working with others, clearly 
articulating ideas and interests, building coalitions, seeking consensus, negotiating 
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compromise, and managing conflict” (Gagnon 2003: 141).  The presence of all of 
these behaviors or their absence and how they are portrayed should be discernable 
in children’s fiction.  Civic dispositions refer to the temperament and the habits of 
good citizenship: “In a constitutional democracy,…they include the dispositions 
to become an independent member of society…[and] respect individual worth and 
responsibilities of a citizen” (Gagnon 2003: 141).  Such behaviors should be 
observable if the questions are constructed properly. 
The Center for Civic Education’s Framework provides eleven 
characteristics of democracy considered universal and are to be seen in actual 
democracy “to a greater or lesser degree” (Gagnon 2003: 136).  These 
characteristics are: popular sovereignty, the common good, constitutionalism, 
equality, majority rule/minority rights, justice and fairness, political rights for 
citizens, independent judiciary and juries, civilian control of the military and 
police, civic supremacy over religious authority, and the education of the public.   
Three of these indicators will not be considered in this study: an 
independent judiciary, civilian control of the military and police, and the 
supremacy of secular over religious authority.  First, these refer to specific 
governmental principles and practices that are unlikely to appear in children’s 
fiction. Though judges, police officers, and priests are often found in many 
children’s books, the issues regarding the necessity of an independent judiciary, 
the subordination of coercive power to civilian control, and the potential conflict 
between church and state are not often confronted.  For example, a police officer 
is more likely to face a dilemma of whether a law should be enforced rather than a 
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question of the proper chain of command.  Second, each of these indicators of 
democracy will be covered respectively by the broader concepts of popular 
sovereignty, political rights for citizens and constitutionalism. 
Educating Democracy provides a common source of agreement on 
democratic concepts among different civic education advocates.  If civic 
education guides can be looked at as sincere attempts to improve civic education 
rather than as systematic indoctrination at one extreme or attempts to 
revolutionize the existing system at the other, then they are best characterized as 
incremental efforts to improve on existing standards.  Therefore, the strategy of 
this design is to use excerpts from one guide that come from other civic education 
guides.  I am assuming that excerpts from other civic education guides that are 
found in Educating Democracy (Gagnon 2003) indicate agreement among civic 
education advocates on the democratic concepts that will be used in this study.   
By using the generic concept of politics provided by Duverger, then some 
additional questions are needed.  A second section of questions will allow for a 
broader picture of politics as portrayed in children’s literature, not simply the 
presence or absence of democracy and its components.  We must concede that if 
democratic principles and behavior can be found in children’s literature, then 
government and politics occur in other various forms.  The quality and nature of 
that government will vary as well.  As a guide to these other forms, we will use a 
common college-level introductory textbook of American government, The New 
American Democracy, 2nd edition, by Morris P. Fiorina and Paul E. Peterson 
(2002).   
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The New American Democracy’s opening chapter places American 
democracy in context by introducing the variety of governments available.  
Referencing Aristotle, the text first differentiates among governments by the 
number of people involved in making decisions.  These governments are further 
classified according to whose interest they rule in, their own or that of the people.  
Next, it distinguishes between two different types of democracy, the popular and 
responsible models of democracy (Fiorina and Petersen 2002: 11-13).  And lastly, 
when The New American Democracy explains why government is necessary, it 
emphasizes that politics is “fundamentally about conflict” (2002: xxvii).  Part and 
parcel with this, politics as conflict places political figures front and center.  As 
such, we might reasonably expect that a spotlight on political figures will affect 
their portrayal.     
 
Data Collection 
The purpose of a research design is to provide a means of gathering 
information which can be analyzed to answer a research question.  In this case, we 
wish to know the civic and political content of selected samples of children’s 
books.  As we are not addressing the potential impact of literacy or the influence 
of any particular book, this study is descriptive and provides a ‘picture’ rather 
than attempt to study the impact of a treatment.  It is most appropriate for our 
purposes as we are attempting to answer a “what is” question and find 
correlations rather than causation.  According to Bickman and Rog (1998), a 
descriptive study is primarily judged according to its credibility and its 
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usefulness: “Credibility refers to the validity of a study and whether the design is 
sufficiently rigorous to provide support for definitive conclusions and desired 
recommendations.  Usefulness refers to whether the design is appropriately 
targeted to answer the specific questions of interest” (1998: 11). 
 Echoing this in his framework for content analysis, Krippendorf holds out 
“validity as the ultimate criteria of success” (1980: 26).   More specifically, for 
Bickman and Rog (1998) the performance criterion for a descriptive study is the 
construct validity of the design itself, emphasizing the extent to which the 
concepts are successfully measured.  Other types of validity, such as external and 
statistical validity, are important but are emphasized more in causal studies.  
Construct validity is especially important as content analysis is a “method of 
inquiry into the symbolic meaning of messages” (Krippendorf 1980: 22).  As Janis 
(1965) notes, content analysis relies solely on the “judgments…of an analyst” 
(55).  This understanding reflects the promise of written documents as a source of 
information but also the potential of disagreement among observers.   
If these validity standards are to be met, this chapter will have to perform 
several functions.  First, the context of the data to be gathered is extremely 
important.  Civic education, children’s literature, and basic principles of 
democracy are all grounds for contention in the United States.  The connection 
between the data gathered and this context must be made explicit if not 
conclusive.  Second, the task for this study is to make inferences about the content 
of children’s books in the context of civic education.  As the data is essentially 
symbolic, the meaning of the data has to be clearly recognizable and transmissible 
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to experts and laymen.  Thus, the aims of civic education must be matched to the 
questions asked of the books.  Each question will be categorized and individually 
examined in relation to civic education standards found in Educating Democracy 
and excerpted from the other two reports noted above.  Third, the overall 
construct validity of the study may be judged when theoretical expectations are 
confirmed.  Thus, generalizations about children’s literature and its political 
content will be tested in the next chapter (Krippendorf 1980).   
 
The Instrument  
In the following section, there are two sections corresponding to the split 
between the topics covered in Educating Democracy and The New American 
Democracy.  The first section is devoted to components of democracy while the 
second concerns general political content.  In both sections, each individual topic 
will be defined and followed by a question or questions designed to elicit the 
presence of these concepts within in the sample.  The unit of analysis for this 
investigation is each individual book.  The most basic feature of any narrative is 
that of plot, that there is a beginning, middle, and end.  A mere sequence of events 
is not sufficient to qualify as a story.  Instead, a story plot “requires a 
transformation…there must be an initial situation, a change involving some sort 
of reversal, and a resolution that marks the change as significant” (Culler 1997: 
84).    
Further, any reference to a ‘community’ in our questions will include 
villages, towns, tribes, families or any other grouping that is self-identified by the 
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characters as what they belong to.  Otherwise, the analyst will assume that the 
community consists of all characters mentioned in the book itself.  The format of 
the question for each concept is as follows: concept, definition, and three 
statements regarding the nature of the concept in the book.  The first statement 
will assert the promotion of the democratic concept and will be referred to as the 
‘promotional statement’ below.  The second statement affirms that the intent of a 
civic education curriculum is subverted in general by the book and this statement 
will be referred to as the ‘subversion statement’ in the descriptions below.  The 
use of the word ‘subversion’ does not refer to any intent by the author.  Instead, 
subversion in this study refers to whether it would undermine the intent of a civic 
education curriculum.  The third statement is found in each question unless 
otherwise stated and declares the concept “this concept is not present or the 
evidence is too mixed to choose.” A fuller interpretation of each individual 
question and combinations of questions is discussed in the next section. 
The content instrument went through seven different revisions and a pilot 
study before final adoption.  In the beginning, I referred to the efforts of Powers, 
Rothman, and Rothman (1996) for guidance.  Their study of Hollywood movies 
for ideological content was used as a guide even though none of their questions 
are repeated here.  The parameters of the design were then drawn from Educating 
Democracy.  Each question is designed to measure the promotion of a civic or 
political variable.  I wrote each question to reflect the generic notion of politics, 
which is more appropriate for latent content.  The aim was to standardize the 
concepts in such a way as to avoid only looking at manifestly political situations 
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or characters.  Civic and political concepts were chosen for the ability to adapt to 
this generic view.   
 
Popular Sovereignty 
My first indicator of democracy is popular sovereignty.  Popular 
sovereignty exists when “all legitimate power ultimately resides with the people 
and the consent of the people is necessary for powers of government to be just” 
(Gagnon 2003: 136).  The concept of popular sovereignty in a democracy is best 
observed when, as the ultimate authority, the people are consulted or taken into 
account in decisions affecting the community.  Community decisions may be 
made by one person, several, or by the community as a whole.  Robert Dahl 
(1998) argues that in a true democracy, power ultimately resides in the people and 
opportunities for participation are open to all. 
To determine the extent to which popular sovereignty exists in the polity 
depicted in each book, I rely upon the following statements.  The promotional 
statement is: “Generally speaking, authority figures (parents, teachers, leaders) 
consult and listen to what others have to say and follow the wishes of those they 
are in charge of.”   The subversion statement is: “Generally speaking, authority 
figures do not listen to or consult others about decisions they make.”  
 
The Common Good 
The second indicator of democracy is the concept of the common good.  
The common good exists when the “good for the polity as a whole” is promoted 
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and “not the interests of a portion of the polity to the exclusion and at the expense 
of the rest of society” (Gagnon 2003: 136).  This indicator specifically refers to 
actions or decisions made by a character and the consideration shown for the 
community she is a member of.  In democratic citizenship, the common good is 
related to the majority of the community rather than an objective moral.  
To measure the presence of the common good as a motive for characters, 
the promotional statement is: “Generally speaking, the good of the community 
(tribe, town, village, family) is superior when it conflicts with the interest of one 
person or one part of the community.”  The subversion statement is: “Generally 
speaking, the interests of an individual or small group are attended to rather than 
the good of the community.”     
 
Constitutionalism 
The third indicator of democracy is constitutionalism.  Constitutionalism 
is “the empowerment and limitation of government by an enforceable written and 
unwritten constitution…includes the idea of the rule of law… [and] respect the 
principle that laws are void if they conflict with the constitution” (Gagnon 2003: 
136).  In a democratic country, this would refer to the primacy of law over 
political realities, that the exercise of power is restricted by the basic rules of a 
society.  If this were not the case, the exercise of power would be limited to a few 
and would violate the democratic criterion of effective and equal participation by 
every citizen (Dahl 1998: 37).  To determine this, I ask: “Generally speaking, 
those who made the decisions for others (teachers, parents, police, etc.) had to 
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follow the same rules as everyone else.”  The subversion statement is: “Generally 
speaking, the rules were applied differently to those who made decisions.”   
 
Equality 
The fourth indicator is the democratic value of equality.  Equality is “the 
right to be treated equally to every other person in society as embodied in such 
rights as equal justice and the equality of individuals under law notwithstanding 
their gender, ethnicity, race, religion” (Gagnon 2003: 136).  Promotional 
statement:  “Generally speaking, characters in the book are treated the same as 
another and if they are treated differently, it is because of their actions and not 
who they are.” Subversive statement: “Generally speaking, characters in the book 
are treated differently because of who they are or what group they belong to.” 
 
Minority Rights 
The fifth democratic indicator is the principle of majority rule and the 
presence of minority rights.  Majority rule and minority rights institute “the right 
of the majority to rule, constrained by the right of the individuals in the minority 
to enjoy the same benefits and share the same burdens as the majority…[and] the 
majority must live by the same laws as the minority” (Gagnon 2003: 136).  The 
question here will address the treatment of a minority.  My promotional statement 
is: “Generally speaking, rules were applied the same to minority groups, e.g. any 
group that is not in the majority, not just in the case of race.”  The subversive 
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statement is: “Generally speaking, rules were applied differently to minority 
groups.”   
 
Justice and Fairness 
The next democratic indicators are the values of justice and fairness.  The 
principles of justice and fairness maintain “governmental decisions about burdens 
and benefits should be based on impartial criteria” (Gagnon 2003: 136).  Justice is 
a difficult concept to define for a content analysis.  It has been a primary subject 
of discussion for political philosophers since the very beginning and was the 
subject of the first volume of political theory, Plato’s Republic.  Since then, 
Aristotle, Immanuel Kant, John Rawls and others have attempted to provide a 
workable version of justice.  Justice, unlike equality, suffers from individual 
variation and this makes rules or procedures to ensure justice difficult.  
For the purposes of this investigation, the classroom is a useful context to 
determine a relevant understanding of justice.  In her work, Barbara Thayer-
Bacon (1998) brings the subjects of political philosophy, among them the concept 
of justice, into a school setting.  For Thayer-Bacon, a just classroom will 
maximize individual attention and opportunities for students to excel while 
maintaining equal access to the teacher.    Therefore, justice may be better 
understood as harmonizing the wants and needs of a citizen with those of other 
citizens and the community (Angeles 2000: ?).  My promotional statement is: 
“Generally speaking, rewards and punishments are handed out by authority 
figures in a fair and impartial manner.” The subversive statement is: “Generally 
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speaking, authority figures reward and punish other characters based on 
favoritism and/or discrimination.”   
 
Political Rights 
The seventh democratic indicator is political rights for citizens.  Political 
rights include “the power of participation and control of government embodied in 
certain political rights, for example, freedom of speech and the press and the right 
to vote in open, free, fair, regular elections” (Gagnon 2003: 136).  This section 
will use freedom of speech and the general right to participate to measure this 
category.  Dahl (1998) credits these rights as the cornerstone of effective 
participation, that all citizens must “have equal and effective opportunities to 
making their views known” (36).   Freedom of the press and the act of voting are 
artifacts of formal government institutions and unlikely to be found within the 
pages of most children’s literature.   
If Dahl is right, that “equal and effective opportunities” for making one’s 
views known is the criterion for effective participation, then the act of speaking in 
public should not be denied to a character or punished within a story.  To measure 
the presence of freedom of speech, my promotional statement is: “Generally 
speaking, characters are able to speak openly without suffering negative 
consequences (e.g. punishment, being ostracized, etc.).”  The subversive 
statement is: Generally speaking, characters hesitate or avoid speaking openly 
because they fear the consequences of speaking out.”   
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Education of the Public 
 The eighth democratic indicator is the education of the public.   Practically 
speaking, this consists of “a widespread system of common education including 
schools and other avenues of instruction that prepare citizens to exercise their 
rights and fulfill their responsibilities” (Gagnon 2001: 136).  While schools are a 
common setting for stories, an ideal of public education is not.  Therefore, the 
implicit ideal of the informed citizen is the proper focus of a question regarding 
this concept.  My promotional statement is: “Generally speaking, characters in the 
book seek more information when they have to make a decision.”  The subversive 




 Participation should not only be freely exercised, but it should also be 
effective (Dahl 1998).  To accomplish this, a democratic citizen must have certain 
skills that aid effective participation.  Participatory skills consist of influencing, 
monitoring, and interacting with others (Gagnon 2003: 141).   The skill of 
influencing others is accomplished through persuasion.  Therefore, my question 
is: “Generally speaking, characters solve problems by persuasion instead of rules, 
their authority, violence, magic or other means.”  The subversive statement is: 
“Generally speaking, characters solve their problems without trying to explain 
their actions to others.” 
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 Participation as monitoring indicates that a citizen is paying attention to 
the public space around them and is not limited to their private life.  To see if this 
found in children’s literature, the promotional statement is: “Generally speaking, 
characters in the book are well aware of what is happening in their community.”  
The subversive statement for monitoring is: “Generally speaking, characters in the 
book are concerned with their own private life and their immediate surroundings.”  
The last participatory skill is that of interacting with others.  In a democratic 
setting, interaction with others means preferring working with others to solve 
common problems rather than working alone.  In this vein, the promotional 
statement is: “Generally speaking, characters solve their problems with the help of 
others.”  The subversive statement is: “Generally speaking, characters solve their 
problems on their own.” 
 
Civic Dispositions 
 According to the overseers of the NAEP, civic dispositions refer to the 
character traits that are important to the “preservation and improvement of 
American constitutional democracy” (National Assessment Governing Board 
2001: 73).  Specifically, this means “becoming an independent member of 
society” and “respecting individual worth and human dignity” (73).  To measure 
the presence of the first statement, I will use the following promotional statement:  
“Generally speaking, characters rely on their own judgment to make decisions.”  
In turn, the subversive statement would be:  “Generally speaking, the views and 
advice of other characters are crucial to any character’s decisions.”   The second 
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civic disposition, the respect of individual worth, is most tested when faced with a 
person or a situation we find objectionable.  For that reason, the promotional 
statement is:  “Generally speaking, characters portrayed as evil, in the wrong, or 
disrespectful are shown consideration for their feelings or circumstances.” The 
subversive statement is: “Generally speaking, no effort is made to understand why 
a character is evil, acts disrespectful or in the wrong.” 
 
Political Variables 
 The New American Democracy provides context to much of the 
democracy discussion so far by examining the extent to which democratic 
decisionmaking exists among children’s books.  The original political scientist, 
the Greek philosopher Aristotle, provides a typology of governments based on 
two characteristics.  First, the number of people involved in decisionmaking has 
been key to understanding the nature of a political system.  To determine this, the 
promotional statement is: “Generally speaking, more than one person is involved 
in making the important decisions for the community.” The subversive statement 
is: “Generally speaking, one character makes most of the important decisions for 
the community.”  A companion question addresses the second element of 
Aristotle’s typology of governments, whose interest does government pursue?  
The promotional statement is: “Generally speaking, those given responsibility 
over others (such as public officials, parents, teachers, etc.) serve the interests and 
needs of others.” The subversive statement is: “Generally speaking, those given 
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responsibility over others (such as public officials, parents, teachers, etc.) serve 
their own interests and needs ahead of others.” 
 Due to the possibility of self-serving elected officials, government is often 
portrayed as a necessary evil in American political culture rather than an 
honorable pursuit.  This has been reflected when a negative image of political 
figures has been found in children’s literature (Chilton and Chilton 1990).  Others 
have found that this is not the case (Cooper and Schwerdt 2001; Schwerdt 2003).  
To measure this, the coder will choose between the following two statements: 
“There are characters in this book who can be identified as ‘political’ (e.g. school 
teachers, police officers, firemen, elected officials and rulers such as kings and 
queens)” and “there are NO characters in this book who can be identified as 
‘political’ (e.g. school teachers, police officers, firemen, elected officials and 
rulers such as kings and queens).”  If present, the coder will then choose between 
the promotional statement (“Generally speaking, political characters are portrayed 
positively”) and the subversive statement (“Generally speaking, political 
characters are portrayed negatively”).  
 Finally, The New American Democracy distinguishes between two 
different models of representative democracy, the popular and responsible models 
(Fiorina and Petersen 2002: 11-13).  These models represent very different 
attitudes towards how democracy should work and the role of the citizen.  In the 
popular model, ordinary people participate actively and vote based on the future.  
Citizens in a responsible model take a more passive role and periodically hold 
leaders to account for their past behavior (Fiorina and Peterson 2002: 12).   
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There are two dimensions to this question that of participation and time 
frame.  To measure the distinction between these models of democracy more 
completely, the coder will be asked to choose between statements reflecting the 
two models.  For the participation dimension, the responsible model statement is: 
“Generally speaking, one person (due to unique knowledge or qualifications) 
makes the most important decisions in the book.”  The popular model statement 
is: “Generally speaking, more than one person is well-suited to make the most 
important decisions in the book.”  For the second dimension, the time frame for 
making decisions, the responsible model statement is: “Generally speaking, 
characters make decisions based on what has occurred in the past.” The popular 
model statement is: “Generally speaking, characters make decisions based on 
what they think might happen in the future.” Differing answers will result in a 
mixed message in which no implicit model of democracy can be deduced. 
 
Data Analysis 
 The interpretation of the data is essential to the overall validity of the 
study, as per Bickman and Rog (1998).  The main assumption of this study is that 
children’s literature is an unofficial source of civic education alongside other 
forms of entertainment media.  Children’s literature may contain content that 
either supports or subverts the goals of civic education as found in the civic 
education guides listed above.  This study, as it measures the presence or absence 
of democratic indices only is only capable of determining support for civic 
education, not its subversion.  This must be determined not only for each 
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individual question across a sample and but it must be able to do the same for an 
individual book across the spectrum of questions.  
 Gagnon (2002) notes that the principles of democracy used in the content 
instrument are “evident to a greater or lesser degree” in a democracy (Gagnon 
2003: 136).  This would imply that all of the principles would have to be present 
for a story to be considered supportive of democracy.  However, in a fictional 
story for young people, such a situation seems unlikely.  Therefore, there must be 
a way to determine if the stories are supportive of the goals of civic education. 
 There are twenty-three questions in the content instrument.  Questions one 
through four are demographic questions, e.g. book title, author’s name, whether or 
not the book is a bestseller or Newbery award winner, and the year of publication.  
Questions five through seventeen address each of the democratic indicators used 
in this study.  Every promotional statement will be scored with a 1, while every 
subversive statement will be scored with a zero.  In addition, the absence of the 
concept is also scored as a zero.  These thirteen questions form a scale in which a 
cumulative score, a “civic score”, can be calculated.  The civic score for a book 
will be the total number of promotional statements scored with a possible top 
score of thirteen.  The books will be ranked according to their civic scores.  Those 
that are ranked higher will be considered more supportive of civic education. 
 As a cumulative score, each question is weighted equally.  While there is 
always considerable discussion of the necessary and sufficient conditions for 
democracy, Educating Democracy and its source documents treat the democratic 
indicators used here uniformly.  The indicators are not portrayed as sufficient for 
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the goals of civic education but are the ones most accessible through content 
analysis.  If contrary answers are found, such as a promotional statement for the 
monitoring aspect of participatory skills section and a subversive statement for the 
interacting aspect, it does not undermine the interpretation.  We are measuring the 
point to which the books are supportive of civic education, not whether they 
accurately present a picture of the whole of civic education.  Such an effort would 
require an arbitrary point at which sufficient conditions for democracy are found. 
 Gary Goertz (2001) portrays the difference we see here as one between an 
“essentialist” approach composed of necessary and sufficient conditions and a 
“family resemblance” approach in which there are no essential conditions.  The 
“essentialist” approach, dominant and unspoken in social sciences, says a concept 
such as democracy is “defined by the parts that must be present and which are 
jointly sufficient” (Goertz 2001: 3).  The “family resemblance” approach, by 
contrast, says that “as long as a sufficient number of key parts are present then the 
object belongs to the family” (Goertz 2001: 3).  In our case, adhering to the 
“family resemblance” approach discourages us from arbitrarily assigning a value 
that would demarcate between books supportive of civic education or not.  There 
are only those books that are more or less supportive. 
The New American Democracy questions address the presence of politics 
and their nature.  In contrast to the first questions, questions eighteen through 
twenty-three are not cumulative and each question is exclusive of the others. 
Therefore, these questions only relate to the sample as a whole rather than with 
individual books.  This does not mean that questions cannot be evaluated for 
    115
correlation with one another.  For example, the Aristotelian typology that 
connects the number of decisionmakers to the quality of rule demands that 
questions eighteen and nineteen be assessed.  Question twenty-one, the portrayal 
of public figures, can only be answered if question twenty says there are political 
figures present. 
The evaluation strategy of these questions will have four stages in the next 
chapter.  First, the books will be ranked according to a civic score described 
below, allowing a comparison of books that are more or less supportive.  Second, 
each individual question will be evaluated across the entire sample, the bestseller 
sample, and the Newbery award sample.  The average of each answer will be 
reported for each answer and any difference between the Newbery winners and 
bestsellers will be measured for significance by a t-test for difference.  Third, the 
correlation between questions will be evaluated.  It is likely that some indicators 
will be associated more often with one another than the rest.  Last, theoretical 
expectations from the literature will be presented and evaluated.   
The data for these questions comes from two different lists.  The whole 
children’s literature sample will consist of 94 children’s books taken from two 
different groups, 44 Newbery Award Winners from 1960-2003 (found in 
Appendix D) and the top 50 hardcover bestsellers published from 1960-2002 as 
compiled by Publishers’ Weekly (found in Appendix C).  The American Library 
Association defines children’s books as those “for which children are a potential 
audience” and children are defined as “persons of ages up to and including 
fourteen” (Definition 2, “Terms and Criteria: John Newbery Medal”, 2005).  As 
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Educating Democracy begins at the fifth grade level, ten to eleven years of age is 
an appropriate baseline for books considered here.  According to What Do I Read 
Next? Online, only five books of the 94 books were aimed at an older audience 
(What Do I Read Next? Online 2005).  Of these five, only one (Catcher in the 
Rye) would be considered inappropriate for students of twelve years of age.    
Each question will be answered with closed-ended, ordinal level 
responses, with most responses scored as dichotomous.  Data will be collected by 
two outside coders and myself for the purpose of inter-coder reliability.  Each 
questionnaire (found in Appendix A) contains the following instructions: 
In determining what themes and topics are presented and what position is being 
advocated or criticized by the book, use your own perception and judgment as a 
reader. DO NOT try to put yourself in another's shoes. DO NOT try to put 
yourself in another time period. Use your own judgment and reaction to the book 
in the here and now. 
 
The Instrument at Work 
To illustrate the instrument, I will use a familiar example from the 
bestsellers sample, Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone (Rowling 1997).  Harry 
Potter has been introduced to millions of readers as an orphan possessed of 
magical talents.  He is at the center of a struggle between the evil wizard 
Voldemort, who is responsible for his parents’ deaths, and an unofficial alliance 
of good wizards who wish to defeat Voldemort.  Harry and his friends go to a 
school of wizardry where they experience adventures that are sometimes part of 
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the larger struggle.  When I have applied the content protocol to the first book of 
the series, the answers to questions have been affirmative and therefore supportive 
of civic education. In Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone (Rowling 1999), a 
civic score of eight is recorded.     
The negative answers were on the indicators of popular sovereignty, 
political rights, participatory skill of influencing, and the civic disposition 
regarding individual worth.  In the case of popular sovereignty, various protests to 
adult actions were fruitless even with adults who were sympathetic.  With 
political rights, namely freedom of speech, characters often held their tongue 
when faced with the possibility of punishment or the need for secrecy.  Next, 
while persuasion was often used, magic, rules, and violence were the remedies for 
most problems and the most important ones at that.  Lastly, the issue of how to 
treat those who are considered evil or wrong is treated with is decided easily.  As 
foes of Harry and his friends, the members of House Slytherin are treated with 
contempt and hostility.  Even though this treatment may be a response to 
provocation, it is not the only response that is available. 
The New American Democracy questions cannot be addressed to one book 
for interpretation purposes but results can be reported.  Beginning with question 
eighteen, those who are given authority over others do generally serve the 
interests of others but one person is usually responsible for decisions.  The best 
example of this is the absolute authority exercised by teachers. Even outside the 
classroom, teachers are able to make decisions regarding students that cannot be 
overturned by other teachers.  Public officials in Harry Potter are present and 
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portrayed positively, most notably Arthur Weasely (father of Harry’s best friend 
and employee of the Ministry of Magic).   In later books, there are some officials 
in the Ministry of Magic that are traitorous but they remain a minority.   The 
model of democracy within Harry Potter is the responsible model.  Harry himself 
is uniquely situated at the end of the book to face the villain, reinforcing the 
responsible model of democracy.  In addition, the decision he makes is largely 
based on a reflection of the past. 
 
Conclusion 
 This chapter provided us with an instrument designed to elicit the manifest 
and latent political content of children’s literature.  It has been my position that 
the civic content of children’s literature will most likely not involve formal 
government institutions and practices.   Instead, the instrument detailed here uses 
a generic concept of politics that involves values and behavior that is not strictly 
limited to formal government.  Two sources, Educating Democracy and The New 
American Democracy, were used to design a content protocol to elicit the 
presence of these values and behavior within children’s literature.  A strategy of 
evaluation and interpretation was also presented that illustrates how this content 
instrument will be implemented.  In the next chapter, this instrument will be 
applied to both the bestsellers and Newbery Award winners.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 
RESULTS AND ANALYSIS 
 
 In chapter two, I established that pleasure reading plays an important and 
prominent role in the political socialization of children. Chapter three presented a 
plan for investigating the civic content of children’s books.   Chapter four will 
present and analyze the data produced by the content instrument.  In this chapter, I 
will lay the foundation for analysis by discussing the reliability of the study.  
Then, I will rank the books in terms of their civic content and discuss the 
rankings.  Third, I will examine each variable in relation to the entire sample, the 
Newbery winners and then bestsellers.  At the end, I will discuss the overall 
findings, implications for policy, and possible opportunities for future research. 
 
Reliability 
 The reliability of my content analysis is especially important due to the 
nature of the data collection.  As noted earlier, content analysis relies on the 
“judgments…of an analyst” (Janis 1965: 55).  This cuts right to the heart of 
Bickman and Rog’s assertion that the “credibility” of a descriptive study like this 
is the key to its acceptance (1998: 11).  The analyst is therefore the subject of 
much scrutiny.  Typically, the base measure of reliability for content analysis is 
intercoder reliability, where two or more analysts “using the same procedures and 
definitions, agree on the content categories applied to the material analyzed” 
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(Johnson, Joslyn and Reynolds 2001: 257).  As such, the extent of agreement 
between analysts is the measure of reliability. 
 A pilot study consisting of 8 novels (four Newbery winners and four 
bestsellers) was chosen randomly by the primary investigator to test the validity 
of the content instrument.  The percent agreement between the primary 
investigator and two independent analysts indicated problems with six variables 
with fifty percent agreement or less.  A revision to the content instrument was 
done and subjected to the second, broader sample discussed here.  Coder 
instructions were also revised and expanded to ensure understanding between the 
analysts (Appendix B). 
The second reliability sample consisted of books chosen by a second set of 
independent analysts while following rules set by the principal investigator.   The 
analysts chose ten books each from two separate lists of books that were mutually 
exclusive of one another.  The first list consisted of Newbery award winners from 
even-numbered years from 1960-2002 and even-numbered bestsellers from 
Publisher’s Weekly (second, fourth, sixth, etc.) while the other analyst was given 
the odd-numbered versions from both lists.  Each analyst was allowed to choose 
whichever books they wanted as long as there were five Newbery winners and 
five bestsellers.  They were further required to select one book from each decade 
covered by the list (1960s, 1970s, 1980s, 1990-2000s).  In all, 20 books were 
coded by at least two different analysts.  Each analyst scored their choices 
“blindly,” independently from the primary investigator after training stopped. 
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The independent analysts were chosen in a two-stage process.  The first 
analyst in each team was well-known to the investigator from classes he had 
taught.  The second analyst was picked by the first so that independence from the 
primary would be enhanced.  Analysts in the pilot and primary studies were 
compensated at the rate of $10 per book with monies provided by the Lipscomb 
University provost’s office to assist dissertation completion.  The pilot study 
independent analysts were male and female college seniors at Lipscomb 
University who majored in English and political science respectively.  The 
political science major was known to the primary investigator and recommended 
the second analyst.  The study was conducted during the spring semester of 2005.  
They were unavailable for the primary study due to graduation and summer break.  
The second set of analysts consisted of two females with college degrees in 
political science, one a former student from Lipscomb University and the other 
from the University of Tennessee-Knoxville, recommended by the first analyst.  
This study took place during the summer of 2005. 
Reliability is a troubled concept when comparing independent analysts.  
Stemler (2004) argues that portraying intercoder reliability as a single, unified 
concept is “potentially misleading.”  Instead of one concept, he finds three 
categories that can be found under the umbrella of intercoder reliability.  There 
are advantages, disadvantages, appropriate circumstances, and statistical tools for 
each of these categories.  As we are dealing with dichotomous ordinal level 
variables, Stemler’s taxonomy states that consensus and consistency estimates are 
proper.  Consensus will be judged according to the percentage agreement among 
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the analysts while consistency will be estimated by the use of the phi correlation 
(Pearson’s r for dichotomous variables). 
Consensus is based on the notion that “reasonable observers should be 
able to…share a common interpretation” (2004).  The most popular measure is 
the percentage of agreement between observers due to its easy use,.  However, 
there is no objective standard for an acceptable rate of agreement.  Stemler 
observes 70% is a “typical guideline” while Macnamara (2003) reports others 
prefer 80% (Rife, Lacy, and Fico 1998), 75% (Ellis 1994: 91), and 70% (Frey, 
Botan, and Kreps 2000).  In a study similar to this one, Goertzel’s content 
analysis of editorial cartoons cites the assertion by Krippendorf that 67% 
agreement may be cautiously used “if it is an exploratory study” (1993: 720).   
As the most oft-cited baseline, this study will adopt 70% as its baseline of 
agreement.  Fifteen of the 19 variables used in the content instrument met this 
standard with the exception of the Equal, Polrights, Monitor, and Typegov 
variables.  The Polrights and Monitor variables did meet the Krippendorf standard 
for reliability at 66.7% agreement.  The rest of the variable descriptions will also 
contain the percent agreement figures. 
The primary weakness of percent agreement as a criterion of reliability is 
that there is no way to show the degree of association between two sets of values. 
It shows consensus, but not consistency, in the words of Stemler (2004).  For 
consistency, I chose the Phi correlation coefficient since the Pearson’s correlation 
coefficient is the most popular choice measures of association and Phi is the 
Pearson’s correlation for dichotomous variables (Stemler 2004).  The correlation 
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between the primary investigator and the two independent analysts were 
significantly related, Phi=+.51, n=20, p<.01, two tails, for the entire sample.  
Though individual variables do not always meet the standard, I maintain that the 
content instrument is reliable according to the Phi correlation and superior to any 
insufficient individual variable figures. 
The integrity of the children’s literature sample is fundamental to the 
reliability of this study.  The sample was designed to only include fictional stories 
that contained the story fundamentals of plot and characters.  The bestseller and 
Newbery winner categories were to be mutually exclusive and exhaustive.  In all, 
eight-six of the original ninety-four books were coded in the final study.  In all, 51 
bestsellers and 35 Newbery winners were classified and coded.  Three Newbery 
winners (Joyful Noise: Poems for Two Voices (1988), Lincoln: A Photobiography 
(1987), and A Visit to William Blake’s Inn: Poems for Innocent and Experienced 
Travelers (1982)) did not fit the design criterion of fiction prose.  In addition, five 
of the books appeared on both lists as Newbery award winners from 1960 to 2003 
and as bestsellers.  Sarah, Plain and Tall (1987), A Wrinkle in Time (1974), From 
the Mixed-up Files of Mrs. Basil Frankweiler (1973), Bridge to Terabithia (1987), 
and Island of the Blue Dolphins (1971) bridged the gap between sales and official 
endorsement.  The Newbery winners and bestseller lists are located in Appendix 
A. 
These five books were coded as bestsellers for this study for two reasons.  
First, consistency in coding the respective samples was called for when 
determining differences between Newbery winners and bestsellers.  For 
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precedent, two books on the bestseller list were also Newbery winners though 
their award years preceded the years of our study, 1944 winner Johnny Tremain 
(1969) and 1959 winner Witch of Blackbird Pond (1972).  As noted in chapter 
three, the bestseller status is based on sales for editions that may have come later 
than their original publication.  Second, bestseller status is more significant for 
these books since political socialization is based on exposure and sales are an 
implied proxy for exposure in this study. 
 
Ranking the Books 
   Questions four through sixteen from the content instrument provide the 
rankings by cumulatively scoring a 13-point scale measuring the promotion of 
civic concepts.  The scale reveals that from the vantage of promotion, several 
books clearly serve that purpose better than the others for the target audience.  
Bestseller Bearenstein Bears and the Messy Room (1983) is the leader with a 
perfect score of 13.  Newbery winner Dicey’s Song (1983) is a close second with 
a score of 12.  Both of these books would suffice for the purpose of promoting 
civic concepts and practices in the absence of a civic curriculum.  Both 
demonstrate, even in the absence of explicitly political content, democracy as an 
idea and a mechanism of decisionmaking.  The complete rankings can be found in 
Table 1 (all tables are located in the Appendix). 
 The average score for the entire study was 6.13 while the mode was 6.  
The bestsellers averaged 5.9 with a mode of 6 while the Newbery winners 
averaged 6.23 with of 5.  There was no significant difference between the two 
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subsamples at the .05 level.   Twelve books received a score of 10 or higher.  
These 12 books included seven bestsellers and five Newbery winners.  One of the 
bestseller Newberys is included in the top twelve scorers and implies there is 
some equality between the two samples.  More broadly, of the 45 novels that 
scored 7 or above on the scale, 25 of them were bestsellers and included three of 
the five bestseller Newbery winners.  I assert that Newbery and bestseller status is 
irrelevant to the central question of promoting civic education. 
 To those who have not read either of these books, Messy Room and 
Dicey’s Song would appear to be the most political books since they have the 
highest ranking.  Instead, these books show how closely tied politics is to culture 
and how civics and politics are not the same things.  Messy Room is a 
straightforward morality tale for young readers.  It has no explicit political content 
that involves a public servant or government.  What political content Bearenstein 
Bears books do have usually arises from its reputation as a moral tale that cloaks a 
subversive attack on the role of fathers.  Kathryn Olney (1999) quotes 
conservative columnist Charles Krauthammer and liberal cartoonist Garry 
Trudeau as being uneasy with the message regarding fathers who “check out” of 
parental responsibility and are objects of ridicule (Salon.com Feb. 2, 1999).   The 
political message centers on the father and attracts attention while the broader 
civic lesson concerned with authority figures makes no distinction between the 
mother, father, or other adults.   
 Dicey’s Song has almost no political relevance by this standard but can be 
effective civically.  Much of Dicey’s Song’s plot is centered on sharing 
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responsibility, working with others, and learning how to get along with those who 
are different.  Dicey has been responsible for her younger siblings since their 
mother’s hospitalization, but finally, she and her brothers and sister move into her 
grandmother’s house.  Dicey begins to let her grandmother, Gram, take some of 
the burden while she makes new friends, helps her siblings with various problems 
and works at a local grocery store.  Dicey and Gram have mutual respect for one 
another and more of a partnership than a typical guardian-child relationship.  It 
scores high on civic practices and relationships without the explicit political 
content.  For this reason, Dicey’s Song, though second on the scale to Messy 
Room, may be able to present civic content more clearly than a Messy Room 
marked by politics more than civics.  Both books scored very high on a Phi 
correlation between two independent coders, with Dicey’s Song scoring a 
Phi=+.69, n=19, p<.01, two tails and Messy Room scored an indeterminate Phi 
due to a standard deviation of zero.  A standard deviation of zero indicates perfect 
agreement between coders and should be expected from a book with little or no 
ambiguity because it is written for a younger audience.   
 The scoring of these two books underlies the difference between political 
content and civic usefulness.  More suitable books from the list could easily be 
chosen for teaching a particular lesson.  Onion John (1960) speaks eloquently of a 
community that tries to transform an eccentric, though harmless, man “for his 
own good” to community standards.  Holes (1999) starkly portrays the abuse of 
authority at a juvenile detention facility.  The Giver (1994) displays the price paid 
in freedom, choice, and individuality in the trade for safety and stability.  Maniac 
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Magee (1991) demonstrates the ability of one person to bridge a racial divide and 
bring about change.  Each book on the list could show some concept or concepts 
more powerfully than Dicey’s Song or Messy Room but none did so as broadly as 
they did.  If only one book is likely to be read, these two would serve that purpose 
better than all the others. 
 
Political and Civic Variables 
 In this study, civic and political variables do not necessarily have to do 
with government.  Civic and political behavior in children’s books is more likely 
to be latent and generic.  For example, the instruction sheet coaches the 
independent coders that “the political relationship of citizen to elected official will 
more likely have the relationship of child to adult as a parallel in a children’s 
book.”  Therefore, the coder is cautioned to be sensitive to passages that have 
political implications but may not have government involved.    The primary 
assumption for this study is that politics is not limited to formal government 
institutions and is largely shaped by what happens in the general culture.  The 
medium for culture in this study is children’s literature.  It is subsequently 
assumed that, for example, “a child’s willingness to follow rules is likely to be the 
same regardless of whether she is at home, in the classroom or in society” (Coder 
instructions, Appendix B).  The coders were also cautioned not to search for a 
“hidden” ideological message such as the one mentioned above concerning the 
Bearenstein Bears and the image of fathers.  
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Each individual variable will be discussed in four different dimensions.  
First, each variable will be described and the percentage value reported.  Second, 
the mean values of the Newbery winners and bestsellers will be reported and a t-
test of difference applied.  Third, the percentage of agreement between the 
independent analysts will be reported for reliability’s sake.  In a later section, a 
correlation matrix has been calculated to show relationships between different 
concepts.  A factor analysis will be presented to discover patterns among the civic 
scale variables. 
 All reported results are the percentage of books which received a score of 
1.   Except where noted, each variable coded as zero indicates that a civic concept 
was negatively portrayed, subverted, absent or the coder could not distinguish 
between positive or negative.  A score of one indicates that a concept is positively 
portrayed or promoted.  The civic scores and reliability figures are reported in 
Table 2 (all tables are located in the Appendix). 
 
Popular Sovereignty 
 Popular sovereignty (Popsov) asserts that legitimate power rests with the 
people and the consent of the people is necessary for a just government.  The 
percentage for the Popsov variable was 32.4%, indicating that more than two-
thirds of the books contained authority figures who generally did not consult 
others about the decisions they made.  The authority figures within children’s 
literature such as parents, teachers or other leaders typically made their decisions 
on their own authority without the consent of their fellow characters.  The 
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percentages for Newbery winners and bestsellers were 23% and 21%, 
respectively, with no significant difference between the two subsamples.  There 
was 77.7% percent agreement between the analysts. 
 
Common Good 
The common good (ComGood) promotes the good of the community over 
the interests of one portion of the community.   ComGood was 73%, indicating 
that for whatever form community took within the book, whether family, town, 
village or kingdom, the good of that community was overwhelmingly advanced.  
Given the general nature of stories as lessons in children’s literature, selfishness 
would rarely if ever be rewarded.  Also, though a character is often portrayed as 
being in conflict with others, she is almost always a proxy for the common good 
in stories that make a distinction between the common good and community 
opinion.  Newbery winners scored 63% while bestsellers scored 67%, with no 




Constitutionalism (Const) is the limitation of government and includes the 
idea of the rule of law.  The mean for Const was 24.3%, indicating that those who 
made decisions were not limited by the same rules as those who had only to 
follow rules.  Communities within children’s literature, such as school, families, 
and often traditional villages or kingdoms, do not generally have an equal set of 
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rules for decisionmakers and others.  This is to be expected when children are the 
main characters in so many of these stories.  The subsample scores for Const were 
26% and 21%, respectively for Newbery winners and bestsellers, and were not 




The variable for equality (Equal) refers to the right to be treated equally by 
every other person in a community.  Equal’s score was 53%, meaning that people 
were generally treated the same in roughly half the books.  The treatment 
characters received was tied to their conduct but not who they were or their group.  
Racism plays a large role in several books but a prominent plot element is the 
family notorious for scandalous behavior in many of the books read, such as the 
family of poachers who lived near the main character from The Yearling.  Further, 
characters defined as evil or disrespectful from the beginning of a story are often 
left unchanged and unredeemed within a story.  Though a story requires a 
transformation at some point, it is usually focused on the main character. This 
becomes a problem for coding when a good story generally is able to evoke 
allegiance for a main character and set the reader in a sympathetic mindset.  For 
the analysts, the sympathy for a main character has to be ignored for the sake of 
the characters in general.  In civics, the focus is on the community rather than the 
individual for this variable.  Thus, not surprisingly, the analysts reported a low 
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61.1% agreement for this variable.  Newbery winners and bestsellers had no 
significant differences between their means. 
 
Minority Rights 
Minority rights (Minor) say that the right of the majority to rule is limited 
by the rights of individuals in the minority and rules must apply equally to the 
majority and the minority.  Minor’s score was 24.3%, indicating that there was a 
consistent defined group that was treated differently than the majority of 
characters.  The content instrument question specifically expanded minority rights 
to include more than just the common association with race.  Cases of minority 
rights violations could range anywhere from the benign discrimination of early 
bedtimes to the institutionalized racism of lynching found in Roll of Thunder, 
Hear My Cry.  The analysts reported a 72.2% agreement between them, reaching 
the standard set.  Again, there was no significant difference between bestsellers 
and Newbery award winners. 
 
Justice and Fairness 
Justice and fairness (Justfair) stresses that community decisions about 
burdens and benefits should be based on impartial criteria.  Justfair’s scored at 
77.0%.  In a very high number of the books, authority figures rewarded and 
punished characters in a fair and just manner.  This indicates that adults are not 
treated as enemies of children, as some suspect. The analysts reported a very high 
83.3% agreement rate for the Justfair variable. 
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Political Rights 
Political rights (PolRight) represent the power of participation, as 
particularly embodied in the freedom of speech.  In a democratic society, the right 
to free speech means the opportunity to speak without interference from 
government.  In a story that would promote the principle, free speech would mean 
the ability to speak within the community without fear of negative consequences 
that serve to deter such speech.  PolRight’s was scored as 44.6%, indicating that 
the ability to speak freely without facing negative consequences was not found 
everywhere.  Characters would face the possibility of punishment or ostracism if 
they spoke openly.  When faced with the need to speak silence wins out, whether 
a child instructed to stay silent by a parent or it is thought to be better to be quiet 
for fear there might be adverse consequences.  Fear in this variable is unbiased to 
the extent that it can be evidence of both good judgment and the suppression of 
things that need to be said.  The analysts’ agreement on this variable was not 
satisfactory at 66.6%, below the set standard of 70%.  Further, there was no 
significant difference between scores of the Newbery winners and the bestsellers. 
 
Education of the Public 
The free exchange of information embodied in the freedom of speech 
variable above imposes the need for a widespread system of common education to 
prepare citizens to exercise their rights and fulfill their responsibilities.  In a 
context of civic education and stories, this means communicating the necessity of 
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seeking more information when making a decision.  The implication is that more 
information leads to better information and these decisions should not be made in 
ignorance.  The writers of these stories seem to agree with 66.2% directing their 
characters to seek more information to make decisions instead of relying on what 
they already know.  The analysts agreed 83.3% of the time and significant 
differences were not found between Newbery award winners and bestsellers.   
 
Participatory Skill: Persuasion 
 The variable for the participatory skill of influence (Influ) takes shape as 
persuasion.  When faced with a problem that requires the cooperation of another 
person, the democratic citizen would preferably use persuasion to gain that 
cooperation.  Problem solving was accomplished in several ways within the 
books, with magic, trickery, violence, and the use of authority prominent among 
them.  Here, persuasion specifically means spoken or written communication 
between two characters that allows the target character to make their own 
decision.  A parent could not simply use ‘because I say so’ to qualify as 
persuasion, reasons had to be given whether or not they were convincing to the 
reader.  48.6% of the books used persuasion as their primary means of problem-
solving.  The analysts reported a 72.2% agreement rate and no significant 
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Participatory Skill: Monitoring 
Political participation as monitoring (Monitor) indicates that a citizen is 
paying attention to the public affairs and is not focused solely on her own life.  An 
aware citizen is one who shows interest in the affairs of society and the same is 
true in stories.  For a story character to be aware of her community, the content 
instrument asked that the character be conscious of what neighbors were doing or 
local events.  The characters should not have their attention be solely confined to 
their own situation.  The frontier novels of Laura Ingalls Wilder are excellent 
examples of characters cognizant of their neighbors and community.  In contrast, 
Sarah, Plain and Tall ignored the nearby town and general events of the country 
in telling the story of a young girl’s pioneer family and their adjustment to the 
new wife her widowed father brings home.  The Wilder novels are more 
representative of this variable as 79.7% of the novels showed characters generally 
aware of the events of their community.  However, the analysts failed to meet the 
minimum standard for agreement with a rate of 66.7%.  They also found no 
significant difference between the subsamples. 
 
Participatory Skill:  Cooperation  
In a democratic setting, interaction with others (Interact) means preferring 
to work with others to solve common problems rather than working alone.  
Cooperation was generally the chosen method of solving problems in 70.2% of 
the books. Cooperation in this setting was often not a moral quality as it was often 
mutually exploitative.  The example set by the generous rats of NIMH towards 
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Mrs. Frisby (O’Brien 1971) was balanced many times by the deal struck between 
hole-digging Zero and reading teacher Stanley in Holes (Sachar 1999).  
Cooperation was relatively easy to find as the analysts agreed 72.2% of the time 
and found no significant differences between the Newbery winners and 
bestsellers. 
 
Civic Disposition: Independence 
In a democracy, citizens are to make decisions for themselves based on 
their own interests and reasoning.  In the variable for the character trait of 
independence (Indepnd), characters are to use their own judgment to make 
decisions.  This means that the views of other characters are not crucial to the 
decision though they may be taken into account.  Indepnd was scored positively in 
79.7% of the books.  This is not surprising given that one of the premises 
established by chapter two is that children’s stories are written to educate or 
provide lessons for growing up.  So, many of these stories contain characters who 
face dilemmas that no one else can solve or show the development of a character 
from child into adulthood.  The analysts agreed 72.2% of the time and there was 
no significant difference between the scores of the Newbery winners or the 
bestsellers. 
 
Civic Disposition: Respect of Individual Worth 
Democratic citizens, when making choices, expect their decisions to be 
respected and are expected to reciprocate that respect regardless of the quality of 
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those decisions.  In the content instrument, the variable Respect was 
operationalized by how a disreputable character was treated by the story.  A story 
shows respect of individual worth when a character is evil, disrespectful, or in the 
wrong and yet is shown some degree of understanding.  In Sounder (Armstrong 
1970), characters on both sides of racism are generally portrayed as they are 
without reference to how they became what they were and the book was scored as 
subversive of civic education.  A social problem like racism can only be solved 
when people can change their views.  Sounder illustrates racism in a negative 
light but within the book there was no transformation that showed racists 
changing their beliefs.  Respect was found in only 39.2% of the books, with no 
significant difference between Newbery winners and bestsellers.   The analysts 
were in agreement 77.7% of the time. 
 
Type of Government 
This variable and the next are the two dimensions of Aristotle’s typology 
of governments, how many make decisions and whose interests are represented.  
The type of Government (TypeGov) is operationalized as the number of people 
involved in decision-making, a facet of politics which has long been key to 
understanding the nature of a political system.  A democracy will have many 
people involved in the decision-making process.  Because many stories do not 
have more than a few characters, a democratic process only has to involve more 
than one person.  Coder instructions also emphasized the need to avoid equating 
democracy with quality leadership. In this variable, democracy is treated as a 
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mechanism and not as a superior form of government. In 51.3% of the books, 
multiple people made the decisions that were important for the community.  For 
example, the cooperation between Dicey, her grandmother and the inclusion of 
her brother for family decisions made Dicey’s Song a very good example of 
democracy.  Sometimes, non-democratic leadership is sometimes equated with 
bad leadership yet Island of the Blue Dolphins (O’Dell 1960) portrayed good 
leadership by one person.  The elder of the tribe decided to leave the island that 
left the main character behind and was not subject to discussion.   
This was a difficult variable to code, as evidenced by the 50% coder 
agreement rate.  Island’s coding was simplified by the fact that the book is almost 
always populated by only one character, the young girl left behind on the island.  
Other books can illustrate cooperation well but are complicated by the focus on a 
main character.  When seen through the eyes of a single individual who is put in 
the position of key decisionmaker, cooperation can be the result of an important 
decision made by one person.  This was a continuing problem for coders as 
chronological order wasn’t always easy to establish. 
 
Quality of Rule   
The second dimension of Aristotle’s typology of government is the 
dichotomy between self-serving rule versus ruling in the community interest.  
Quality of rule (QualRule) finds that 85.1% of the books’ parents, teachers, public 
officials and others fulfilled their responsibilities to others.  As those in 
responsibility are usually adults, this speaks well of the treatment they receive 
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within children’s literature even though adults and children are often portrayed in 
conflict.  Roald Dahl, noted earlier for his antagonism towards adults, has 
deplorable characters at times such as James’s aunts in James and the Giant 
Peach (Dahl 1988) but the story still treats adults positively or neutrally for the 
most part.  The community-minded authority figure is easily found as the analysts 
reported a 94.4% agreement rate and no significant differences were found 
between Newbery winners and bestsellers. 
 
Presence of Public Figures   
The next two variables measure the overt presence of political figures 
(PublFig) and their portrayal (PubPort).  PublFig scored 77.1% of the books 
containing a character that can be identified as a government official, such as 
school teachers, police officers, firemen, elected officials and rulers such as kings 
and queens.  This category does not require that the political character be a 
prominent figure.  Therefore, PublFig is a weak proxy for politics in children’s 
literature.  But what it does show is that children’s literature does not avoid 
explicit politics even if it does not promote it.  The analysts reported an agreement 
rate of 83.3%.  PublFig provides us with the only instance of a significant 
difference between the subsamples of Newbery award winners and bestsellers.  
77.1% of the Newbery winners contained public figures while only 53.8% of the 
bestsellers had them.   
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Portrayal of Public Figures  
PubPort becomes more important when so many of the books have 
political figures in them.  71.6% of the books which contain political figures 
portray them positively.  At the least, political figures are not singled out for 
negative portrayal.  This corresponds with previous work which shows political 
figures to be held in slightly higher esteem than other adults within children’s 
books.  Further, though PublFig found a significantly higher chance a Newbery 
winner would contain a public figure, PubPort shows no significant difference in 
their portrayal between the two subsamples.  The analysts reported 77.7% 
agreement. 
 
Popular vs. Responsible Models 
The popular and responsible models of democracy have two dimensions, 
how many people are suited to make important decisions (TypeDemo) and 
whether or not a character refers to the future or the past to make their decisions 
(TimeRef).  The popular model has ordinary people participate and vote based on 
the future while the responsible model relies on leaders and looking to the past to 
hold those leaders accountable. A score of one in each variable indicates that the 
popular model is promoted while a score of zero indicates the responsible model.  
TypeDemo reports that 50% of the books show more than one person to be 
capable of making the most important decisions while the other 50% either single 
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out one person or the evidence is unclear.  TimeRef shows that characters in 
82.4% of the books look to the future for their decisions.   
The combination of TypeDemo and TimeRef show a slight yet telling 
preference for the popular model of democracy among children’s books. The high 
rate reported for the cooperation variable (Interact=70.2%) reinforces this 
preference for a popular model over a responsible model.  In the popular model, 
democracy is an “educational forum” where citizens can “reach consensus” and 
the process turns “conflict into cooperation” (Fiorina and Peterson 2003: 12).  
Neither variable reported a significant difference between Newbery winners or 
bestsellers.  The analysts reported acceptable agreement rates of 77.7% 
(TypeDemo) and 72.2% (TimeRef). 
 
Linking the Variables 
  This study reveals some civic concepts are present more often than others.  
The scale variables ComGood, JustFair, EduPubl, Monitor, Interact, and Independ 
were promoted in over 65% of the books.  The least common scale variables, 
Popsov, Const, Minor, PolRight, Influ, and Respect, are promoted in less than 
50% of the book.  An acceptable explanation of these frequencies identifies which 
variables would be more common.  It would also provide a relationship between 
children’s books authors, books and readers.  The following explanations will be 
referred to as ‘models,’ and best understood as analogies which serve a heuristic 
function (Miller 1993: 12). 
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An ‘indoctrination’ model would have children’s books writers employed 
by government and writing according to government directive. The plot and 
characters would describe and express democracy in a manner consistent with the 
goals of a government program designed to train citizens.   Indoctrination 
demands uniformity and this model would predict high scores on the civic scale 
for each book.  I found no evidence to support this model, with the median score 
hovering near six.  Such a program is not present in the United States and such a 
model is unlikely to be present anywhere besides a totalitarian society, where “the 
government penetrates every aspect of people’s lives” (Danziger 2005: 172). 
In a ‘citizenship’ model, government would encourage but not mandate 
the behavior of its people.  A liberal democracy might endorse using children’s 
literature for citizenship but compelling writers to serve such a purpose would be 
uncharacteristic.  High frequencies of the civic concepts and a relatively equal 
distribution of them would be expected across a sample of children’s literature if 
there were official recommendations and incentives to write books that encourage 
good citizenship.  Neither of these conditions has been backed by the data.  
Further, a democratic citizenship literature program would emphasize majority 
rule, yet a positive TypeGov score appears only in slightly more than one-half of 
the books.   
An ‘ideological’ model would suggest a different order of frequency for 
the variables, though it would not be a uniform distribution as under the 
indoctrination or citizenship models.  An ideologue would try to spread her 
beliefs through the stories she writes.  For instance, a classical liberal document 
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such as the Declaration of Independence asserts that “all men are created equal” 
and are “endowed…with certain unalienable rights.” The variables Equal and 
PolRight match these concepts but are not on the most frequently positive list.    A 
socialist explanation would expect the promotion of Equal, Minor, and Const.  
But it also fails since equality is not promoted, minority rights are violated, and 
rules are applied differently to authority figures in the books examined.  This 
suggests that the two most prominent American ideologies were not primary 
motivations for the authors and consumers of children’s books. 
An ‘institutional’ model would promote the position of parents and 
teachers in the home and the classroom. Writers would seek to enhance the 
authority of adults and the subordinate position of children.  The low frequency of 
Popsov (authority figures don’t consult others) and Const (different rules apply to 
authority figures) support the institutional explanation but the strong presence of 
Independ (a character makes her own decisions) contradicts it.  Independ is the 
most frequently positive of all the civic variables, appearing more often than both 
Popsov and Const.  The opposite would be expected under the institutional model.   
The best strategy for understanding the most and least commonly positive 
variables is to compare the books children read with their development.  A 
‘developmental’ model contends that “the content of children’s literature is 
limited by the experience and understanding of children” (Huck, Kiefer, Hepler, 
and Hickman 2004: 3). In her summary of reading selection studies, Nevil (2000) 
concluded that children choose books based on how readable the book is and how 
well children identify with the characters. In a reading selection model based on 
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development, the frequency of civic concepts found would correspond with the 
characteristics shown by the age group used for this study, children aged 10 to 12.  
This would apply to concepts found to be promoted as well as those which are not 
promoted.  “Just as children exhibit certain behavioral characteristics at certain 
ages, it is hard to disregard the tendency of whole groups of children to enjoy 
certain authors, themes, and book series” (Nevil 2000: 13).   
Typically, children from 10 to 12 will seek to “test their own 
abilities…and look ahead to a time of complete independence,” falling in line 
with the most frequently positive variable Indpend (Huck, Kiefer, Hepler, and 
Hickman 2004: 52).  In descending order of frequency, children will show a 
“highly developed sense of justice” (JustFair), “concern for others” (ComGood), 
“spend more time in reading at this age than any other” (EduPubl), increase their 
“emphasis on peer group” (Interact) and become “interested in the problems of 
the world” (Monitor)(51-53).  Conversely, the low rate of positive frequency 
shown by Popsov (adults don’t listen), Const (different rules apply to authority 
figures) shows reasons to “challenge parents’ authority” while Minor (minority 
rights are violated) suggests noticing the first “expressions of prejudice” (Huck, 
Kiefer, Hepler, and Hickman 2004: 51).  
I conclude that the most common civic concepts found in this study are 
identified with a corresponding developmental characteristic.  Crago (1993) 
suggests that “if a narrative embodies a theme which is broadly meaningful to 
readers of a certain level of psychosocial maturity—and does so in accessible 
language—then that narrative will be read and enjoyed, reread perhaps, and 
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recommended to friends” (279).  If development drives the reading preferences of 
children, then children search for stories that reflect their own level of maturity.  
Schlager (1978) concluded that the correlation between how often Newbery 
winners circulated and certain behavioral characteristics meant that “well-written 
books with good plots and story-lines, but lacking in the developmental 
perception…remain basically unappealing” (141).  Books are bought and 
recommended because they are appropriate developmentally; therefore the most 
frequently bought books, bestsellers, will also contain the most frequently found 
civic concepts.  This logic is extended to Newbery winners since I found no 
significant differences between bestsellers and Newbery winners in the civic scale 
variables. 
This conclusion does not equate civic education with child development.  
Instead, it demonstrates the ubiquity of democracy without claiming universal 
status for it.  If anything, associating development with civic education reinforces 
the underlying assumption that democratic citizens are made and not born.  
Children who develop without guidance from a civic curriculum will likely not be 
exposed to the full range of preferred civic beliefs and habits.  Children’s 
literature in general is insufficient to the goals of civic education even though 
some few like Messy Room and Dicey’s Song can demonstrate a complete picture 
of democracy. 
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Civic Narratives 
The frequency of each civic variable says nothing about the distribution or 
association of the variables.  Democratic theory claims relationships among these 
concepts. But the relative frequency of the variables reveals that not all concepts 
are equal or significant. A preliminary correlation matrix run on all nineteen 
variables revealed twenty-five significant correlations, n=85, p=.01.  A large 
number of correlations hint at deeper patterns.  Johnson, Joslyn and Reynolds 
(2001) suggest using factor analysis in a situation like this.  In particular, the civic 
scale meets their criteria of a multi-item measure of “abstract, complicated 
phenomena” with “uncertainty about how the measures are interrelated” (104-
105).  These scale variables are theoretically connected through the civic 
education framework and can be reasonably expected to have some relationship 
beyond chance.  The remaining six variables are political and not civic variables. 
In this civic scale, it is likely that any variable may be correlated with any 
other.  Factor analysis finds the variables that move together and treats them as a 
single factor.  Factor analysis cannot detect spuriousness but a theoretical 
relationship between the civic variables is presumed here.  I performed a Principal 
Components Analysis (PCA), which seeks the maximum amount variance that 
can be found between the variables. From this, it produces a pattern of association 
between variables, referred to as a factor.  Then, PCA removes the first factor and 
its variance.  It looks for a second factor which explains the maximum remaining 
variance and continues until all of the variance is explained (Dunteman 1989). 
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Thirteen factors were reported by the PCA.  I used the Kaiser rule to 
eliminate the eight least important factors.  The Kaiser rule is the most commonly 
used within social sciences and states that any factor with an eigenvalue of less 
than one may be dropped from consideration (Dunteman 1989: 22-23).  In the 
interest of parsimony, I further dropped any factor that used less than three 
variables.  This was an arbitrary choice but did approach the lowest ‘variance 
explained’ of 50% (Dunteman 1989).   
 Factor analysis provides us with three factors which are reported in Table 
3.  Just as we have shown that politics and civics can be found within children’s 
literature, specific patterns of civic concepts and practices are apparent within 
children’s literature also.  I call these patterns “civic narratives.”  Civic narratives, 
as used here, are not the plot or storyline.  A narrative will not necessarily parallel 
the plot of the books in our sample but it will provide elements of civics which are 
used consistently with one another.  These narratives are the patterns most likely 
to be found in children’s books.  
I call these three narratives the “Thoreau,” “Rosa Parks,” and “Little 
House” narratives.  Each label has a symbolic meaning that brings together the 
elements noted by the factor analysis and will be examined in turn by their rank, 
found in Table 2.  I will illustrate the narratives by presenting books which fit 
each narrative.  Again, other examples of the narratives may not be easily 
identified with stories.  Further, an example of the narrative will not necessarily 
score highly on the civic scale. 
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“Thoreau” 
The Thoreau narrative refers to the civil disobedience preached by Henry 
David Thoreau, marked by peaceful but firm protest and using persuasion rather 
than violence or political intrigue.  Thoreau scored an eigenvalue of 2.776 with 
21.35% of the variance explained, indicating a relationship between the scores of 
the PolRights, PopSov, and Influ variables.  In the Thoreau narrative, characters 
use persuasion to solve problems and there is no fear of negative consequences.  
Authority figures make their decisions on their own authority with little or no 
reference to the community they are responsible for.   
With a score of ten on the civic scale, Dear Mr. Henshaw (Cleary 1983) 
provides a suitable archetype for the Thoreau narrative and a better than average 
civic book.  The young boy at the center of the story is subject to the rules of his 
mother, the assignments of his teacher, the demands of his author pen pal Mr. 
Henshaw and the whims of his trucker father.  His wants and needs are eventually 
addressed in letters and conversations with these authority figures and provide 
him with some of the changes that he seeks.  In It’s Like This, Cat (Neville 1963), 
Dave adopts a cat in spite of his father, who prefers dogs.  The adoption is a small 
example of the tension between father and son, who spend much of their time 
sniping at each other without really communicating.  The tension gradually 
dissolves as father and son begin to relate to one another as people rather than as 
roles.  His father begins to listen to him as Dave eventually learns more about the 
limits of life than the possibilities.  Through his own experiences and those of an 
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older friend, Dave ends up a little wiser about the world and less resentful of his 
father.   
This narrative teaches children to speak for themselves while 
acknowledging adult authority and its independence from the desires of the child.  
As the most common pattern, this dovetails neatly with the purpose of children’s 
literature as a teaching tool of the young.  As myths were once used as a means of 
passing down ancient wisdom to future generations, the Thoreau narrative would 
strike a balance between wise elder and eager youth.  The young need to seek 
knowledge while also acknowledging their inexperience relative to the adult. 
 
“Rosa Parks” 
The Rosa Parks narrative resembles a civil rights protest pattern, scoring a 
1.648 eigenvalue with 12.68% of the variance explained.  The narrative shows a 
relationship between the variables Minor, Const, Influ and Equal.  In the Rosa 
Parks narrative, authority figures are not restrained by the same rules as ordinary 
characters and problems are solved through persuasion.  A distinct minority is 
treated differently than others but within groups, individuals are generally treated 
the same.  Maniac Magee (Spinelli 1991), though only a four on the civic scale, is 
a good archetype for the Rosa Parks narrative.  Magee, though he doesn’t talk 
much, uses actions like winning a foot race and using a birthday party as a ruse to 
break through racial barriers to connect with both black and white in a racially 
divided town.  Magee goes to extraordinary lengths to bring together the racist 
whites and the reluctant blacks.  He convinces them to accept each other as 
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worthy playmates and neighbors.  A comparable novel is A Year Down Yonder 
(Peck 2000), which follows Mary Alice to her grandmother’s rural home as her 
family tries to save money during the Depression.  Grandma Dowdel, as the 
central character, sets the same standards for everyone though there are sharp 
distinctions made between those who can afford to help others during hard times 
and those who cannot.  Her tricks and shrewd planning solve most of the 
problems facing the characters in the book, displaying a firm preference for action 
over speech.   
The civil rights narrative is perhaps the most subjectively prominent 
narrative though it is not foremost in the factor analysis.  Given the prominence of 
race in American history, the high profile of this narrative is not surprising.  Race 
has been called by many the defining issue of American politics even when its 
salience has varied (Carmines and Stimson 1989).  This narrative is especially 
prominent among Newbery winners and the African-American experience is 
portrayed in various ways and time periods.  With such a topic, authors, parents 
and teachers would be expected to write, buy and recommend these books.  In the 
Rosa Parks narrative, story often becomes a transparent medium condemning 
racism.   This should be expected given that the sample’s publication dates largely 
come from the post-civil rights era.  Children’s literature which is insensitive to 
race has fallen into disrepute and stands no chance of attaining the status of 
bestseller or Newbery winner. 
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“Little House” 
The Little House narrative is a communitarian pattern.  It scored a 1.33 
eigenvalue with 10.23% of the variance explained.  The variables ComGood, 
JustFair, and Equal are grouped together.  The communitarian pattern emphasizes 
the needs of the community, sometimes at the expense of the individual.  The 
individual has inherent responsibilities to the community (Tiller 1997).  The Little 
House books set this pattern against both town and family as community.  Adults 
and children are repeatedly reminded of the responsibilities they have (their 
chores come before play) and any decision has to be considered with the 
community in mind.   
Communitarianism stands out within the Little House books due to the 
stakes that are almost always involved.  The survival of a character, her family or 
the town was often in doubt on Laura Ingalls Wilder’s frontier.  When scolded 
about disobeying a command, a child is often reprimanded in light of how it 
affects the safety of others or distracting an adult from needed activities.  Mrs. 
Frisby and the Rats of NIMH (1972) was written under a similarly serious 
circumstances.   On the verge of losing her home, Mrs. Frisby asks for and 
receives the help of the super-intelligent rats living under the rosebush.  Despite 
the stakes involved, the rats go out of their way to assist her as her dead husband 
had helped them.  Rats, mice, and other creatures work together to move the rats’ 
community.  The contributions of all are routinely emphasized in the rat 
community and the support provided by others is repeatedly appreciated. 
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 The Little House narrative underscores the subordinate position of the 
children to adults and the needs of the individual to the community.  To make it 
palatable, the situation is not aggravated by an unjust authority figure. The 
Thoreau narrative teaches that full individual rights are a matter of responsibility 
that comes with age and maturity.  However, the difference between this narrative 
and the Thoreau narrative is the reference to community.  In the Little House 
narrative, the child must obey the responsible adult who can see the needs and the 
good of the community.  Under my coding rules, this narrative will often limit the 
notion of community to family situations.  The American political culture 
celebrates the individual but not at the expense of the nuclear family. 
 
Why These Clusters? 
 These three narratives do not exhaust the possible combinations of 
variables and the most frequent variables imply a number of combinations that 
were not found.  Of the eight variables that are found in the three narrative 
clusters, five of them are among the six most negative variables and two are 
among the most positive civic variables. The negative variables make up five of 
the six variables in the Thoreau and Rosa Parks narratives but they are not found 
in the Little House narrative at all.  The positive variables are found within the 
Little House narrative.  Interestingly, two of the narratives do not promote the 
goals of civic education and one does.  The low number of narratives and the 
apparently consistent relationships within those found raises an interesting 
question. 
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Why the difference?  I believe the answer lays in the ability of children to 
relate to a story and the constraint that places on writers.  In essence, authors are 
limited to the abilities of their readers.  While many children’s stories contain 
sophisticated ideas, the manner in which they are presented is simpler than 
literature for adults.  While some may feel good writing takes a child away “from 
what he is already familiar with,” a child needs a bridge to take that step from the 
familiar (Nodelman 1981: 184).  If a child is not ready for a book, it is unlikely to 
be a bestseller or chosen as a Newbery winner.  Similarly, many democratic 
concepts are not appropriate for immature citizens, which is why citizenship is 
extended only on the occasion of turning eighteen.  Mature democratic citizenship 
emphasizes individual judgment.   Democracy contains many contradictions and 
frustrations which cannot be adequately communicated within the confines of a 
children’s book.   
For example, the most frequently positive variable Independ is not found 
in concert with the civically positive variables of the Little House narrative.  The 
reason is that Little House’s variables are philosophically consistent with one 
another under communitarianism.  The philosophy of communitarianism devalues 
individualism and it is reasonable to assume that the cluster of variables 
representing the philosophy would exclude Independ, the variable closest to 
individualism.  Philosophical consistency combines with the limits of child 
readers to produce simple plots.  Not all children’s literature is simple but much 
of its popularity derives from the ability to understand it (Nevil 2000). 
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The Rosa Parks narrative is also isolated from other variables due to the 
prominence of the issue in recent children’s literature and the motive behind 
writing about it.  Invariably, the plots of books such as Roll of Thunder, Hear My 
Cry (1977) and Sounder (1969) discuss the issue of discrimination and slavery 
from the African-American point of view. Authors do not explore ambivalence or 
inner conflict concerning racial issues that might be shown by white Americans.  
The issue is not whether these issues should be shown but that they are not. 
Plot development also provides clues to the source for the Thoreau 
narrative.  Thoreau’s authority figures don’t respond to their charges, characters 
find it difficult to speak freely and persuasion is likely to be an unused tactic for 
problem-solving.  These negative variables parallel the common themes of 
adolescent rebellion or the child as hero.  In developing these themes, many of the 
other variables would interfere with the storyline.  If children respond to literature 
based on development, then many of the values of democracy will be ill-suited for 
stories.  Up until age 12, the primary focus of development is encouraging the 
child to become more independent.  Children select stories based largely on how 
they identify with the main character.  This is done more effectively with a story 
in which the main character is challenged.  Of the 13 civic scale concepts, 
arguably half emphasize social behaviors that are unsuitable for stories like this.  
And from this vantage, it is no coincidence that the most frequently positive 
variable is Independ. 
I believe The Giver (Lowry 1994) is arguably the most political of the 
books examined in this study.  It presents a familiar dilemma by portraying a 
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choice made between security and freedom in a sophisticated way.  The Giver is 
superior to many “adult” books which deal with the same theme.  However, the 
boundaries of child literature are seen in the choice made by the hero of the story.  
The choices are starkly portrayed in comparison with more mature writing.  This 
is not to say that the choice would be more difficult or better explained.  But the 
same quality novel for adults would explore more complex, abstract, and 
numerous issues.  Readers have to attach multiple dimensions to the plot in a 
children’s book whereas the mature novel would more likely express them within 
its own pages.  Mature readers would be better able to comprehend and appreciate 
this.  Literature for adults, just like life, is messier and resistant to neatness and 
clarity. 
 
Hypotheses and Evidence 
 The politics and literature studies noted in chapter two suggest 
observations that are insightful and supported by the novels they examine.  But, 
they are invariably qualitative in nature, though this does not mean they are not 
rigorously scientific.  So these studies suffer from some limits.   Irving Howe’s 
Politics and the Novel (1957) is typical of the genre.  A single novel is examined 
and interpreted for political characters, situations and messages, all of which may 
be latent or manifest.  Comparison is limited and can be difficult to demonstrate 
empirically.  The studies select their cases almost invariably for their political 
content, as is the case of Clowers and Letendre (1977) and Blotner (1955).  It is 
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difficult to apply their findings to a study such as this one which is trying to make 
observations about the general political character of children’s literature. 
 However, it is possible to glean measurable hypotheses from some of their 
observations and compare them to this study.  Clowers and Letendre make the 
most powerful statement, that American political culture is “a balance between 
active and passive orientations toward politics” (1977: 2).  This mirrors the 
difference between the popular and responsible models of democracy found in 
TypeDemo and TimeRef.  This study concluded a slight but not overwhelming 
preference for the popular model, which would serve to support and be unable to 
deny the balanced political culture observed by Clowers and Letendre. 
 Clowers and Letendre note the presence of limited government through 
separation of power and checks and balances in the Constitution (1977: 40).  
Limited government is best seen here in the Const variable of constitutionalism.  
With a score of 24.3%, limited government is not common and unlimited 
authority is more often present than not.  Clowers and Letendre also specifically 
mention free speech when discussing civil liberties.  The PolRight variable of free 
speech scored a 44.6%, indicating that free speech is often present but not at a rate 
which would be encouraging to civil rights advocates.  Clowers and Letendre 
must go away somewhat disappointed on these two variables. 
 Blotner’s study of several dozen American novels found corruption to be 
the most common theme (1955: 34).  Blotner also observed that overt political 
behavior was oriented towards self-interest, that politicians “follow political 
courses which are expedient rather than exemplary” (73). Corrupt and self-
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interested officials do not put the interests of others ahead of their own. However, 
QualRule, the best variable to test Blotner’s conclusions, found 85.1% of 
authority figures made decisions in the public interest as opposed to their own.  
To further support this, PubPort reports that public servants are portrayed 
positively in 71.6% of the novels of which they are found.  Blotner did not look at 




 I can comfortably claim children’s literature is consistent with the goals of 
civic education.  Civic concepts and practices are generally promoted within 
children’s literature. Political figures are widely available and are treated 
respectfully within the books.  Eight of the thirteen civic variables had a 
promotion score of 70% or higher and two more were within a few percentage 
points.  On average, individual books will score positively for half of the civic 
variables.  Further, the concepts of civic education can be matched with the 
developmental characteristics shown and expected from young readers.  
Children’s literature is civically minded because civic concepts intersect with the 
broader trends expected from child development.   
The connection of child development to civic education helps us to 
understand the perceptual dichotomy that makes children’s literature so 
controversial.  On one hand, children’s literature is accepted as an important and 
needed formative mechanism for young people.  On the other, this makes people 
    157
uneasy about the messages that might be contained within the books their children 
read.  Is children’s literature a useful tool or a spoiler of good intentions?  My 
findings suggest that respected and popular literature can be a useful tool for civic 
education.  And more, even those books that do not promote civic goals may not 
undermine them.  But the findings also suggest that children’s literature cannot 
substitute for a civics curriculum.  Children’s literature will generally support the 
aims of civic education but only a few books can be counted to promote civic 
education without supplement from another book.   
It is also wise to distinguish between books which are civically-minded 
and those considered political.  I found politics in children’s literature is a 
prevalent phenomenon.  Over three-fourths of all the books contained public 
servants of one type or another.  A significant number of those contained politics 
as a major part of the plot, whether it was the machinations of a king’s court or a 
sheriff’s persecution of a black Southern family in the early 20th century.  The 
PublFig variable is a crude measure of the presence of politics but it is 
nevertheless indicative.  Unlike other adults, public figures are not likely random 
choices for a story but specifically chosen to fulfill a certain function for the plot.  
As such, it can be assumed that writers of children’s books are not apolitical.   
But the books best suited for expressing a civics curriculum are not 
necessarily those which are most political in nature.  The Bearenstein Bears and 
the Messy Room and Dicey’s Song scored highest yet would likely have been 
overlooked by someone searching for a political opinion or ideology.  Few of the 
books in either the Newberys or the bestsellers were intended to either support a 
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political system or effect political change.  But given attempts at censorship and 
the attention those receive, it is important that we know the likelihood that a book 
will challenge or reinforce a political system.      Children’s literature, as it affects 
young people, can play a role in civic education by supporting the efforts of 
states, teachers, and parents.  The schools do not oversee the majority of a child’s 
time, but much of what they do guides how children spend their free time.  If 
children read books reflect the goals of civic education, it makes a difference. 
Democratic civic education comprises the preferred political beliefs and habits of 
a society.  Where a child freely chooses activities which serve to endorse the 
existing system, the health of a political system is advanced. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
CHILDREN AS CITIZENS 
 
 We believe children are not political animals.  It is assumed that children 
don’t participate in politics and politics impacts their lives to the extent adults 
allow it. As political citizens, children occupy a subordinate and even trivial place 
in the political system.  All around the world, child soldiers, underage workers, 
and young AIDS patients provide the faces for political issues.  Yet, their status is 
perceived almost solely as observers and victims, not participants.  The child 
soldier is not a freedom fighter but an unwilling and unknowing dupe of a 
manipulative adult and the same is true for any other childhood political activity.  
The child who wears a political t-shirt or sings a protest song is not making a 
statement but is providing an image that will make quite an impact in a world of 
visual mass media.  We conclude that children can be insulated from politics and 
only exposed to what adults intend.  In doing so, we underestimate the 
perceptions of children and the depth of the political world they live in.   
Adults must realize they can neither ignore the political content of 
children’s lives nor control completely what that content is.  To change these 
perceptions, three things must be done.  First, we must remember that stories are 
more than entertainment for young children.  Stories supply much of the structure 
and meaning to young lives.  If we combine the importance of stories with the 
inability to control what children learn from them, we are faced with difficult 
questions.  Should we regulate access to stories more than we do? Is this good 
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judgment or censorship?  Second, a child development model devoted to political 
understanding must be developed to provide a basis for research and policy.  
Stories have to be placed into context of their possible influence on children.  
While we are quite aware of the abilities of children when it comes to 
mathematics, literacy and other skills, political understanding has been largely 
ignored.  Third, I would encourage research into other forms of mass media for 
their civic and political content.  Stories do not just come in written form.  
Further, the time children spend in front of the television, on the Internet and 
playing video games far outweighs the time spent reading.  
 
Stories and Child Development 
We applaud the impact well-written literature can have on the imagination 
of children and adults envy their ability to immerse themselves in worlds of 
whimsy and magic.  This study finds politics permeates these worlds, magical or 
otherwise, through literature.  When reading, children encounter and absorb 
political characters, situations, and values. If, as I have suggested here, that 
learning is an act of construction rather than assimilation, then reading about 
political matters helps to create the political citizen.  Though there is 
disagreement about how long childhood political socialization persists, we do 
generally acknowledge that the adult is an extension of the child.  This presents a 
dilemma of controlling what children are exposed to but also living up to the civic 
standards of a free democratic society. 
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It is difficult to overestimate the importance of stories in shaping children.  
Myth and legend have always been used to teach children the values of a culture.  
Margaret Mead (1951) wryly noted that “a culture has to get its values across to 
its children in such simple terms that even a behavioral scientist can understand 
them” (McClleland 1961: 71).  Plato recommended telling only those stories 
which would be conducive to supporting the state.  Bruno Bettelheim concurred 
when noting that “Nothing is more important than the impact of the parents and 
others who take care of the child; second in importance is our cultural 
heritage…When children are young, it is literature that carries such information 
best” (Bettelheim 1979: 4).  Though authors may not intend it this way, this study 
shows that literature has the ability to play this role in modern America.    Stories 
in spoken, written or visual form have been an important civilizing tool, teaching 
children the lessons of virtue and right behavior.    
Considering this historical context, it is amazing what little official 
direction is given regarding the content of children’s literature.  The importance 
of stories is accepted as conventional wisdom in the United States, but it does not 
translate into state policies regarding children’s literature.  The national 
government does not mandate a list of required stories to be taught in public 
schools, much less in private ones.  There is no national civics curriculum for 
schools across the country, regardless of education level.  States are free to choose 
the curriculum they wish.  Thankfully, the result has not been infinite variation.  
Instead, states demand some uniformity through law and restrictions on school 
funding.  Further federal pressure towards standardization like the No Child Left 
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Behind Act has tied student performance to federal funding.  A picture emerges in 
the U.S. where states produce standards which are subject to federal intervention 
but allow for some local choice.  This differs from a highly centralized system 
such as the French Fourth Republic (1946-1958), in which the education minister 
in Paris was said to be capable of looking “at her watch and specify exactly what 
chapter in what textbook the children of a certain age were studying at that 
moment all over France” (Danziger 2005: 85). 
 The United States is a democratic nation and faces a dilemma in civic 
education that it faces in most every situation where society’s need for security 
and order may conflict with the liberties of its people.  Sometimes a democratic 
society must restrict rights and freedoms in pursuit of its own preservation, the 
argument goes.  Inasmuch as democratic values and practices must be learned, the 
state has an interest in coercing their adoption by the young.   In this environment, 
the ability to produce productive democratic citizens might be hobbled by a lack 
of central control.  This deficit would seem to undermine society’s need to renew 
itself with each succeeding generation.  Lacking a positive response such as 
recommendations of civically-minded books, the negative response of censorship 
is the more likely policy regarding literature and its potential for harm.  
But instead of a highly centralized government policy, Diane Ravitch 
finds “an elaborate, well-established protocol of beneficent censorship, quietly 
endorsed and broadly implemented by textbook publishers, professional 
associations, states, and the federal government” (2003: 3).  This protocol 
attempted to avoid any kind of potential offense and controversy.  Ravitch found 
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no group was immune to the seduction of censorship.  Ideology, official status, 
and professionalism all failed to stop the use of censorship in the service of 
political agendas.  Regardless of its source, censorship does not serve democracy 
well.  The only path around censorship in schools and libraries is purchasing 
books in the free market.  But this has its own implications for those who cannot 
afford to provide their children with a minimal library at home.  Education and 
freely flowing information are vital assets to a democratic society.  The unequal 
distribution of such resources between citizens can lead to the unequal 
distribution of influence (Dahl 1961: 1).   
Censorship provokes concern over what American story is being told to 
children.  Has there been the cultural unity within the United States when it comes 
to the nature of democracy?  Richard Hofstadter (1954) described an America 
which, despite its stated ideals, lacked significant ideological conflict even in its 
most intense political crises.  Louis Hartz (1955) found a liberal America that 
avoided a revolutionary/reactionary dynamic because it never had a feudal class 
system that its members needed to be freed from.  Rogers Smith (1993) disagrees, 
that contrary to the consensus of Hofstadter and Hartz, America shows multiple 
traditions and none of them ever constituted the whole of the political spectrum.  
Instead, America had illiberal tendencies based in racism, sexism, and nativism.  
Eric Foner (1984) disagrees about the illiberal consensus and instead notes a 
stronger socialist tradition than America is given credit for.  Which is the true 
picture, a country with small deviations from a single tradition or multiple 
traditions that have been adopted and discarded as needed?  Multiple pictures of 
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democratic culture argue against censorship. We are alerted to the possibility that 
we will be denied access to what might be truth. 
 Dahl (1998) tells us that one essential condition for the success and 
stability for democracy is a democratic political culture that provides a foundation 
for peaceful conflict.  This also provides the resolution to the conundrum 
presented by Smith and Foner.  A political culture that supports democracy is 
different than one that is supportive of liberalism or other political ideologies.  For 
Dahl, a democratic culture teaches the attraction of political equality, control over 
the military and police should be in civilian hands, basic democratic institutions 
should be maintained, and political differences and disagreements should be 
maintained (1998: 157).  A country with multiple political traditions can 
withstand pressure put upon the system if the population is united vis-à-vis the 
system that channels and contains those traditions.   The loyalty given the 
democratic, or civic, tradition trumps the disruption caused by disagreements 
between the political traditions.  Such a culture argues against the use of 
censorship as a means of protecting children or advancing society’s interests. 
 
Need for Childhood Citizenship Model 
Youth citizenship is generally regarded to be in crisis.  Apathy and 
cynicism have been as common to recent political attitudes as patriotism (Sherrod 
2003).  The remedy for this will likely arise from our public schools.  Childhood 
civic education is based on the understanding that children develop in stages, per 
Piaget, as does their capacity for political understanding.  For better or worse, the 
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developmental stages approach has infused the education and the professions 
concerned with child-rearing (Burman 1994).  Civic education has been 
embedded in the premise of childhood incompetence and incapacity.  This study 
has indicated that children do engage in civic behavior.  The connection of civic 
concepts I make to developmental characteristics suffers from the lack of a 
reference framework that would greatly enhance its explanatory power. 
Civic education, with its emphasis on classroom lecture, has been 
ineffective in producing mature democratic citizens. Critics charge this approach 
dribbles out information and skills in a way that leaves students dependent on 
others rather than cultivating independent citizens.  Civic education has become, 
for some, a “masquerade of political learning” which is “to maintain support and 
legitimacy for the existing political structure” (Caliendo 2000: 112).  While 
extreme, the lack of enthusiasm that greets civic education may have a lot to do 
with the way it is taught.   
Chapter two cited the dearth of evidence regarding Piagetian schemata and 
the attempt by Kohlberg to equate Piaget’s moral stages with a proposal of 
political development.  These two efforts have generated research over the past 
several decades but in comparison with other areas of child development, the 
political understanding of children has been advanced very little.  Yet, policy 
continues to be made and debate continues to rage while the current generation is 
educated.  A model of childhood citizen development is needed for rational civic 
education policy. 
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Meaningful political participation begins in adolescence (Flanagan 2003).  
Coles (1986), Stevens (1973), and others have found sophisticated political ideas 
in children as young as seven years old.  If anything, this study has alerted us to 
the pervasiveness of political and civic concepts within a young child’s life.  The 
idea of fairness and justice is encountered within playground games as much as 
within courts of law.  As such, a child begins to form her beliefs at a very tender 
age.  An adolescent integrates her experiences with previous experiences and 
knowledge.  The person who becomes a citizen at the age of eighteen is not 
suddenly born but is the product of a very eventful life.   
Most recent political socialization research has focused on adolescents 
(Conover and Searing 2000; Flanagan et al. 1998; Galston 2001; Torney-Purta et 
al. 2001).  While this research has been fruitful, it is inadequate.  First, civic 
education begins prior to adolescence.  The standards used here and most states 
begin civic education in earnest as a separate subject in the fifth grade.  Civic 
education as part of social studies begins even earlier. Second, the development of 
political understanding precedes actual civic education.  I found civic concepts in 
books for children as young as four years old, such as Love You Forever (Munsch 
1986).   Even if they are not found in all of their complexity, democratic beliefs 
can still form at very young ages.  More research into the early development of 
political understanding can lead to more rational and effective civic education. 
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Story in Multiple Forms 
 If politics is the art of the possible, then the imagination of children is a 
relevant arena of inquiry.  Mass media in the form of children’s literature, 
television, DVDs, video games and other entertainment media provide substance 
and vehicle for the imagination of children.  In effect, it can help to establish the 
boundaries of what could happen.  While no one would expect to gain policy 
recommendations from the mind of Winnie-the-Pooh, the friendships and 
hospitable atmosphere of the Hundred-Acre Wood can provide an emotional and 
spiritual reference point.  In recognizing this, we discover the richness of the 
democratic tradition.  It reminds us of the depth that suffuses a community when 
we cast democracy into a relationship with our fellow man rather than simply a 
means of making decisions by counting votes. 
Story is an important means of communication.  Narrative is a basic 
means of organizing the things we know and the experiences we have.  If so, then 
ideas and concepts provided in story form are likely to be influential.  Children 
spend their days being told stories or creating their own.  Though we try to control 
the lessons children learn from stories by discussing themes and providing 
guidance, children will form their own conclusions as well.  If our society is not 
going to censor the stories children consume, then we must know what is 
contained in those stories.  Movies, video games, and television programs should 
be examined for their civic content.  There are quite a few efforts to examine 
these media for moral or ideological concepts but arguably civic content is just as 
important for democracy. 
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It is the democratic tradition that is the content of civic education.  A 
vigorous democracy will have intense disagreements but the system will hold 
together, as per the goal of civic education.  Civic education is to teach 
democracy, not a specific ideology.  This distinction between political traditions 
consisting of ideologies and a civic tradition emphasizing democracy illustrates 
how children’s literature is apolitical, according to Cook, but fertile with “cultural 
definitions underlying everyday politics” (1990: 40).  Perhaps the American 
political tradition is best described as a democratic one than as a particular 
ideology.  Everyday politics takes place within the context of democracy and 
provides the substance of much of our society. 
 
Conclusion 
 Civic education is important in maintaining the health and vitality of 
American democracy.  We cannot allow it to suffer from neglect as it has in the 
past.  A generation of children cannot be held hostage to narrow political agendas 
while civic education is disregarded.  We nonsensically isolate the ability to 
operate in society into one class among many that children take in schools.  
Democracy is a set of skills, habits, and values that penetrate schools, home, 
work, and society as a whole.  Democratic behavior is exercised wherever two or 
more people meet with one another.   
 In short, we must understand and practice citizenship in all aspects of life.  
Citizenship is not simply a matter of memorizing procedures, the names of the 
presidents, or knowing the preamble to the Constitution.  This study illustrates the 
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extent to which democracy is a culture and how it can be expressed in the most 
unlikely of places.  Democracy cannot be shut away in a box until needed.  Our 
ties to democracy have to be created and nurtured or there is the possibility that 
we will abandon it under stress.  If we wish to maintain the democracy that we 
have and improve it, then civic education has to take a higher priority for our 
society.  This means putting more money, training, and attention to civic 
education in our schools.  It also means practicing democracy even as we teach it.  
We cannot betray the ideals of democracy by trying to teach it in an authoritarian 
manner.  Censorship cannot provide good citizenship lessons in children’s 
literature.  If we are to raise a generation of civically competent and mature 
citizens, the ideal and form of democracy must be demonstrated by the educators, 
public servants, parents, and other adults charged with educating them. 
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Appendix A.  Table 1: Civic Scores and Rankings 
Title Civic Score 
The Bearenstain Bears and the Messy Room 13
Dicey's Song 12
Mrs. Frisby and the Rats of NIMH 11
Sideways Stories From Wayside School 11
Dear Mr. Henshaw 10
Walk Two Moons 10
Where the Red Fern Grows 10
Little Town on the Prairie 10
Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry 9
James and the Giant Peach 9
The Outsiders  9
Blubber 9
Otherwise Known as Sheila the Great 9
Tales of a Fourth Grade Nothing 9
The Bearenstain Bears Go to School 9
The Bronze Bow 8
Missing May 8
The Summer of the Swans 8
Onion John 8
The High King 8
By the Shores of Silver Lake 8
Shane 8
Farmer Boy 8
The Bearenstain Bears' New Baby 8
Julie of the Wolves 7
Shadow of a Bull 7
The Grey King 7
It's Like This, Cat 7
Shiloh 7
The Westing Game 7
Bridge to Terabithia 7
A Wrinkle in Time 7
Little House in the Big Woods 7
The Little Prince 7
Merry Christmas, Mom and Dad 7
Out of the Dust 6
A Year Down Yonder 6
Up the Road Slowly 6
M. C. Higgins the Great 6
From the Mixed-up Files of Mrs. Basil Frankweiler 6
Johnny Tremain 6
The Indian in the Cupboard 6
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Table 1, Continued.  
Title Civic Score 
The Yearling 6
The Witch of Blackbird Pond 6
Are you there, God? It's Me, Margaret 6
The Long Winter 6
Harry Potter and the Sorcerer's Stone 6
Charlotte's Web 6
Sarah, Plain and Tall 6
Just Go to Bed 6
Go Ask Alice 6
A Single Shard 6
Jacob, I Have Loved 5
The Hero and the Crown 5
The View From Saturday 5
Number the Stars 5
A Gathering of Days: A New England Girl's Journal 1830-32 5
Superfudge 5
On the Banks of Plum Creek 5
Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets  5
Just Me and My Dad 5
Just For You 5
The Night Before Christmas 5
I, Juan de Pareja 4
Bud, Not Buddy 4
Maniac Magee 4
Holes 4
The Incredible Journey 4
Island of the Blue Dolphins 4
Little House on the Prairie 4
Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban 4
Freckle Juice 4
That Was Then, This Is Now 4
Bunnicula 4
When the Legends Die 4
The Slave Dancer 3
The Giver 3
The Whipping Boy 3
Sounder  3
Love You Forever 3
Just Grandma and Me 3
The Midwife's Apprentice 2
Catcher in the Rye 2
The Pigman 1
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 Table 1, Continued. 
Title Civic Score 
Where the Wild Things Are 1
Goodnight Moon 0
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Table 2. Civic Score for Individual Variables. 
Variable Civic Score Percent Agreement 
POPSOV 32.4% 77.7% 
COMGOOD 72.9 77.7 
CONST 24.3 72.2 
EQUAL 52.7 61.1 
MINOR 24.3 72.2 
JUSTFAIR 77.0 83.3 
POLRIGHT 44.6 66.6 
EDUPUBL 66.2 83.3 
INFLU 48.6 72.2 
MONITOR 79.7 66.6 
INTERACT 70.3 72.2 
INDEPEND 79.7 72.2 
RESPECT 39.1 77.7 
TYPEGOV 51.3 50.0 
QUALRULE 85.1 94.4 
PUBLFIG 71.6 83.3 
PUBPORT 55.4 77.7 
TYPEDEMO 50.0 77.7 
TIMEREF 82.4 72.2 
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Table 3. Civic Variables Factor Analysis, Rotated Component Matrix. 
 
Variable Component Component Component Component Component
POLRIGHTS .773  
POPSOV .766  
MINOR .788  
CONST .684  
INFLU .464 .485  
COMGOOD .749  
JUSTFAIR .659  
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Appendix B. Content Instrument 
CODE SHEET (Instructions) 
 
Name: _______________________ Date: _______________ 
 




• Select only one answer for each question.   
• When referring to a ‘community’ below, you should assume that it is 
whatever is identified by the characters themselves as belonging to.  This 
may be a family, town or kingdom.  Otherwise, you should assume that the 
community consists of all characters in the book. 
• In determining what themes and topics are presented and what position is 
being presented by the book, use your own perception and judgment as a 
reader. DO NOT try to put yourself in another's shoes. DO NOT try to put 
yourself in another time period. Use your own judgment and reaction to the 
book in the here and now. 




1. Book Title 
_____________________________________________ 
 
 2. Author 
________________________________________________ 
____ 3. Which category does this book belong to? 
A. Newbery Award winner (0) 
B. Bestseller (1) 
 4. Year of Publication:______________ 
____ 5. Popular Sovereignty: “all legitimate power ultimately resides with the people 
and the consent of the people is necessary for powers of government to be 
just” 
A. Generally speaking, authority figures (parents, teachers, leaders) 
consult and listen to what others have to say and follow the wishes of 
those they are in charge of. 
B. Generally speaking, authority figures do not listen to or consult others 
about decisions they make. 
C. This concept is not present or the evidence is too mixed to choose. 
____ 6. Common Good:  “exists when the good for the community as a whole is 
promoted and not the interests of a portion of the community to the exclusion 
and at the expense of the rest of society” 
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A. Generally speaking, the good of the community (tribe, town, village, 
family) is superior when it conflicts with the interest of one person or 
one part of the community. 
B. Generally speaking, the interests of an individual or small group are 
attended to rather than the good of the community. 
C. This concept is not present or the evidence is too mixed to choose. 
____ 7. Constitutionalism: “the empowerment and limitation of government [is] by 
an enforceable written and unwritten constitution…includes the idea of the 
rule of law… [and] respect the principle that laws are void if they conflict with 
the constitution” 
A. Generally speaking, those who made the decisions for others (teachers, 
parents, police, etc.) had to follow the same rules as everyone else. 
B. Generally speaking, the rules were applied differently to those who 
made decisions. 
C. This concept is not present or the evidence is too mixed to choose. 
____ 8. Equality: “the right to be treated equally to every other person in society as 
embodied in such rights as equal justice and the equality of individuals under 
law notwithstanding their gender, ethnicity, race, religion” 
A. Generally speaking, characters in the book are treated the same as 
another and if they are treated differently, it is because of their actions 
and not who they are. 
B. Generally speaking, characters in the book are treated differently 
because of who they are or what group they belong to. 
C. This concept is not present or the evidence is too mixed to choose. 
____ 9. Minority Rights: “the right of the majority to rule, constrained by the right of 
the individuals in the minority to enjoy the same benefits and share the same 
burdens as the majority…[and] the majority must live by the same laws as the 
minority” 
A. Generally speaking, rules were applied the same to minority groups, 
e.g. any group that is not in the majority, not just in the case of race. 
B. Generally speaking, rules were applied differently to minority groups. 
C. This concept is not present or the evidence is too mixed to choose. 
____ 10. Justice and Fairness: “governmental decisions about burdens and benefits 
should be based on impartial criteria” 
A. Generally speaking, rewards and punishments are handed out by 
authority figures in a fair and impartial manner. 
B. Generally speaking, authority figures reward and punish other 
characters based on favoritism and/or discrimination. 
C. This concept is not present or the evidence is too mixed to choose. 
____ 11. Political Rights: “the power of participation and control of government 
embodied in certain political rights, for example, freedom of speech and the 
press” 
A. Generally speaking, characters are able to speak openly without 
suffering negative consequences (e.g. punishment, being ostracized, 
etc.). 
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B. Generally speaking, characters hesitate or avoid speaking openly 
because they fear the consequences of speaking out. 
C. This concept is not present or the evidence is too mixed to choose. 
____ 12. Education of the Public:  “a widespread system of common education 
including schools and other avenues of instruction that prepare citizens to 
exercise their rights and fulfill their responsibilities” 
A. Generally speaking, characters in the book seek more information to 
help make a decision. 
B. Generally speaking, characters make decisions based on what they 
already know. 
C. This concept is not present or the evidence is too mixed to choose. 
____ 13. Participatory Skills (Influencing):  
A. Generally speaking, characters solve problems by persuasion. 
B. Generally speaking, characters solve their problems by using rules, 
their authority, violence, magic, trickery or other means. 
C. This concept is not present or the evidence is too mixed to choose. 
____ 14. Participatory Skills (Monitoring): Political participation as monitoring 
indicates that a citizen is paying attention to the public space around them and 
is not limited to their private life. 
A. Generally speaking, characters in the book are well aware of what is 
happening in their community. 
B. Generally speaking, characters in the book are concerned with their 
own private life and their immediate surroundings. 
C. This concept is not present or the evidence is too mixed to choose. 
____ 15. Participatory Skills (Interacting): In a democratic setting, interaction with 
others means preferring working with others to solve common problems rather 
than working alone. 
A. Generally speaking, characters solve their problems with the help of 
others. 
B. Generally speaking, characters solve their problems on their own. 
C. This concept is not present or the evidence is too mixed to choose. 
____ 16. Civic Disposition (Independence): character traits that are important to the 
“preservation and improvement of American constitutional democracy”, e.g. 
“becoming an independent member of society” 
A. Generally speaking, characters rely on their own judgment to make 
decisions. 
B. Generally speaking, the views and advice of other characters are 
crucial to any character’s decisions. 
C. This concept is not present or the evidence is too mixed to choose. 
____ 17. Civic Disposition (Respect of Individual Worth): character traits that are 
important to the “preservation and improvement of American constitutional 
democracy”, e.g. “respecting individual worth and human dignity” 
A. Generally speaking, characters portrayed as evil, in the wrong, or 
disrespectful are shown consideration for their feelings or 
circumstances. 
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B. Generally speaking, no effort is made to understand why a character is 
evil, acts disrespectful or in the wrong. 
C. This concept is not present or the evidence is too mixed to choose. 
____ 18. Type of Government (Fiorina and Peterson):  the number of people involved 
in decisionmaking has been key to understanding the nature of a political 
system.  
A. Generally speaking, more than one person is involved in making the 
important decisions for the community. 
B. Generally speaking, one character makes most of the important 
decisions for the community. 
____ 19. Quality of Rule (Fiorina and Peterson):   
A. Generally speaking, those given responsibility over others (such as 
public officials, parents, teachers, etc.) serve the interests and needs of 
others. 
B. Generally speaking, those given responsibility over others (such as 
public officials, parents, teachers, etc.) serve their own interests and 
needs ahead of others. 
C. This concept is not present or the evidence is too mixed to choose. 
____ 20. Presence of Public Figures (Fiorina and Peterson):  
A. There are characters in this book who can be identified as ‘political’ 
(e.g. school teachers, police officers, firemen, elected officials and 
rulers such as kings and queens). 
B. There are NO characters in this book who can be identified as 
‘political’ (e.g. school teachers, police officers, firemen, elected 
officials and rulers such as kings and queens). IF ANSWER IS NO, 
SKIP NEXT QUESTION. 
____ 21. Portrayal of Public Figures (Fiorina and Peterson):   
A. Generally speaking, political characters are portrayed positively.  
B. Generally speaking, political characters are portrayed negatively. 
 Popular vs. Responsible Democracy (Fiorina and Peterson):  These models 
represent very different attitudes towards how democracy should work.  In the 
popular model, ordinary people participate actively and vote based on the future.  
Citizens in a responsible model take a more passive role and periodically hold 
leaders to account for their past behavior. 
____ 22. Participation:  
A. Popular Democracy—Generally speaking, more than one person is 
well-suited to make important decisions. 
B. Responsible Democracy—Generally speaking, one person (due to 
unique knowledge or qualifications) makes important decisions in the 
book. 
C. This concept is not present or the evidence is too mixed to choose. 
____ 23. Retrospective vs. Prospective Voting: 
A. Popular Democracy—Generally speaking, characters make decisions 
based on what they think might happen in the future. 
B. Responsible Democracy—Generally speaking, characters make 
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decisions based on what has occurred in the past. 
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Appendix C.  Coder Instructions. 
Coder Instruction Sheet 
 
This children’s literature research project seeks to identify the civic and 
political content of children’s literature. Civic education’s purpose is the 
formation of effective democratic citizens.  Since the schools only control what 
students learn about while they are in school, they are in constant competition 
with other sources of influence for the attention of children.  The mass media is a 
major component of this and children’s literature is a large part of the mass 
media.  Therefore, it is important to know whether or not children’s literature will 
support the efforts of civic education to produce good citizens. 
The first 4 questions are the demographics of the book you read (author, 
title, year published).  Questions 5-17 are for democratic concepts taught in civic 
education.  Questions 18-23 cover democratic ways of making decisions.   
In this study, civic and political concepts in this study do not necessarily 
have to do with government.  Political and civic behavior in children’s books is 
more likely to be latent and generic.  For example, the political relationship of 
citizen to elected official will more likely have the relationship of child to adult as 
a parallel in a children’s book.  If a child interacts with adults, then it should be 
possible to answer questions about authority figures.  
The assumption is that over the course of an entire book, a general pattern 
can be found in a book about these political concepts and behavior.  The 
following example from Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone illustrates what I 
mean: 
 
Ron dived at Malfoy just as Snape came up the stairs. 
“WEASLEY!” 
Ron let go of the front of Malfoy’s robes. 
“He was provoked, Professor Snape,” Hagrid, sticking hi huge hairy face out 
from behind the tree. “Malfoy was insultin’ his family.” 
“Be that as it may, fighting is against Hogwarts rules, Hagrid,” said Snape silkily. 
“Five points from Gryffindor, Weasley, and be grateful it isn’t more.  Move along, all of 
you.” (Rowling 1997: 196). 
 
This short passage says much about attitudes towards rules (laws), teachers and 
students (government and citizens), the use and abuse of authority, and fairness 
and justice.  Though it is not explicitly political, this passage has political 
implications.  Politics is not limited to formal government institutions and is 
largely shaped by what happens in the general culture.  A child’s willingness to 
follow rules is likely to be the same regardless of whether she is at home, in the 
classroom or in society.  The concepts and practices in this questionnaire can be 
found regardless of the context. 
Finally, the concepts searched for here focus on themes, messages, or 
viewpoints that the book is expressing.  Since we are looking for latent content, 
do not assume that the author is trying to make a point.  Latent content does not 
mean hidden content.  In determining what themes and topics are presented and 
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what position is being advocated or criticized by the book, use your own 
perception and judgment as a reader. DO NOT try to put yourself in another's 
shoes. DO NOT try to put yourself in another age group. Use your own judgment 
and reaction to the book in the here and now. 
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Appendix D.  Bestsellers, as compiled by Publisher’s Weekly 
 
Format: Rank. Title, author (Publisher, Year) Total sales  
 
1. Charlotte's Web by E.B. White, illus. by Garth Williams (HarperCollins, 1974) 
9,899,696  
2.  The Outsiders by S. E. Hinton (Dell, 1968 and Puffin, 1997) 9, 695,159 
3. Tales of a Fourth Grade Nothing by Judy Blume (Dell, 1976) 7,131,648  
4.  Love You Forever by Robert Munsch, illus. by Sheila McGraw (Firefly, 1986) 
6,970,000 
5. Where the Red Fern Grows by Wilson Rawls (Dell, 1973) 6,754,308  
6.  Island of the Blue Dolphins by Scott O’Dell (Dell, 1971) 6,636,267 
7. Harry Potter and the Sorcerer's Stone by J.K. Rowling (Scholastic/Levine, 
1999) 6,631,807  
8. Are You There, God? It's Me, Margaret by Judy Blume (Dell, 1972) 6,478,427  
9. Shane by Jack Schaeffer (Dell, 1972) 6,397,270  
10. The Indian in the Cupboard by Lynne Reid Banks (Avon, 1982 and 
HarperCollins, 1995) 6,394,587  
11. A Wrinkle in Time by Madeleine L'Engle (Dell, 1974) 6,393,523  
12. Little House on the Prairie by Laura Ingalls Wilder, illus. by Garth Williams 
(HarperCollins, 1971) 6,172,525  
13. Little House in the Big Woods by Laura Ingalls Wilder, illus. by Garth 
Williams (HarperCollins, 1971) 6,140,763  
14. The Incredible Journey by Sheila Burnford (Dell, 1984) 5,176,665  
15. The Little Prince by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry (Harcourt, 1968) 5,154,128  
16. Johnny Tremain by Esther Forbes (Dell, 1969) 4,817,247  
17. Just Me and My Dad by Mercer Mayer (Golden, 1977) 4,720,426  
18. Go Ask Alice by Anonymous (Avon, 1976 and Aladdin, 1998) 4,645,799  
19. Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets by J.K.Rowling (Scholastic/Levine, 
2000) 4,530,183  
20. Otherwise Known as Sheila the Great by Judy Blume (Dell, 1976) 4,434,975  
21. Blubber by Judy Blume (Dell, 1976) 4,412,111  
22. The Witch of Blackbird Pond by Elizabeth George Speare (Dell, 1972) 
4,251,935  
23. Superfudge by Judy Blume (Dell, 1981) 4,248,980  
24. Bridge to Terabithia by Katherine Paterson (HarperCollins, 1987) 4,244,219 
25. Freckle Juice by Judy Blume (Dell, 1978) 4,118,761 
26. On the Banks of Plum Creek by Laura Ingalls Wilder, illus. by Garth Williams 
(HarperCollins, 1971) 4,049,621 
27. That Was Then, This Is Now by S.E. Hinton (Dell, 1972 and Puffin, 1998) 
4,006,694 
28. Sideways Stories from Wayside School by Louis Sachar (Avon, 1985) 
3,968,792 
29. The Catcher in the Rye by J.D. Salinger (Little, Brown, 1951) 3,959,442 
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30. Farmer Boy by Laura Ingalls Wilder, illus. by Garth Williams (HarperCollins, 
1971) 3,835,013 
31. Just Go to Bed by Mercer Mayer (Golden, 1993) 3,810,025 
32. Where the Wild Things Are by Maurice Sendak (HarperCollins, 1984) 
3,789,359  
33. Goodnight Moon by Margaret Wise Brown, illus. by Clement Hurd 
(HarperCollins, 1977) 3,777,709  
34. The Long Winter by Laura Ingalls Wilder, illus. by Garth Williams 
(HarperCollins, 1971) 3,766,367  
35. The Berenstain Bears' New Baby by Stan and Jan Berenstain (Random House, 
1974) 3,708,927  
36. By the Shores of Silver Lake by Laura Ingalls Wilder, illus. by Garth Williams 
(HarperCollins, 1971) 3,655,939  
37. Little Town on the Prairie by Laura Ingalls Wilder, illus. by Garth Williams 
(HarperCollins, 1971) 3,640,157  
38. The Berenstain Bears and the Messy Room by Stan and Jan Berenstain 
(Random House, 1983) 3,627,645  
39. The Pigman by Paul Zindel (Bantam, 1978) 3,552,853  
40. The Yearling by Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings (Scribner, 1961 and Aladdin, 
1988) 3,500,000  
41. From the Mixed-Up Files of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler by E.L. Konigsburg 
(Dell, 1973 and Aladdin, 1996) 3,453,490  
42. Merry Christmas, Mom and Dad by Mercer Mayer (Golden, 1982) 3,423,985  
43. Just Grandma and Me by Mercer Mayer (Golden, 1975) 3,415,132  
44. Just for You by Mercer Mayer (Golden, 1975) 3,371,338  
45. Sarah, Plain and Tall by Patricia MacLachlan (HarperCollins, 1987) 
3,361,330  
46. When the Legends Die by Hal Borland (Dell, 1984) 3,353,965 47. Bunnicula 
by James Howe (Avon, 1980 and Aladdin, 1996) 3,349,179  
48. James and the Giant Peach by Roald Dahl, illus. by Nancy Burkert (Puffin, 
1988) 3,333,131  
49. The Berenstain Bears Go to School by Stan and Jan Berenstain (Random 
House, 1978) 3,299,162  
50. The Night Before Christmas by Clement C. Moore, illus. by Douglas Gorsline 
(Random House, 1975) 3,211,458  
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Appendix E.  Newbery Award Winners, 1960-2001. 
 
2002: A Single Shard by Linda Sue Park (Clarion/Houghton Mifflin)  
2001: A Year Down Yonder by Richard Peck (Dial)  
2000: Bud, Not Buddy by Christopher Paul Curtis (Delacorte)  
1999: Holes by Louis Sachar (Frances Foster)  
1998: Out of the Dust by Karen Hesse (Scholastic)  
1997: The View from Saturday by E.L. Konigsburg (Jean Karl/Atheneum) 
1996: The Midwife's Apprentice by Karen Cushman (Clarion) 
1995: Walk Two Moons by Sharon Creech (HarperCollins) 
1994: The Giver by Lois Lowry (Houghton) 
1993: Missing May by Cynthia Rylant (Jackson/Orchard) 
1992: Shiloh by Phyllis Reynolds Naylor (Atheneum) 
1991: Maniac Magee by Jerry Spinelli (Little, Brown) 
1990: Number the Stars by Lois Lowry (Houghton) 
1989: Joyful Noise: Poems for Two Voices by Paul Fleischman (Harper) 
1988: Lincoln: A Photobiography by Russell Freedman (Clarion) 
1987: The Whipping Boy by Sid Fleischman (Greenwillow) 
1986: Sarah, Plain and Tall by Patricia MacLachlan (Harper) 
1985: The Hero and the Crown by Robin McKinley (Greenwillow) 
1984: Dear Mr. Henshaw by Beverly Cleary (Morrow) 
1983: Dicey's Song by Cynthia Voigt (Atheneum) 
1982: A Visit to William Blake's Inn: Poems for Innocent and Experienced 
Travelers by Nancy Willard (Harcourt) 
1981: Jacob Have I Loved by Katherine Paterson (Crowell) 
1980: A Gathering of Days: A New England Girl's Journal, 1830-1832 by Joan 
W. Blos (Scribner) 
1979: The Westing Game by Ellen Raskin (Dutton) 
1978: Bridge to Terabithia by Katherine Paterson (Crowell) 
1977: Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry by Mildred D. Taylor (Dial) 
1976: The Grey King by Susan Cooper (McElderry/Atheneum) 
1975: M. C. Higgins, the Great by Virginia Hamilton (Macmillan) 
1974: The Slave Dancer by Paula Fox (Bradbury) 
1973: Julie of the Wolves by Jean Craighead George (Harper) 
1972: Mrs. Frisby and the Rats of NIMH by Robert C. O'Brien (Atheneum) 
1971: Summer of the Swans by Betsy Byars (Viking) 
1970: Sounder by William H. Armstrong (Harper) 
1969: The High King by Lloyd Alexander (Holt) 
1968: From the Mixed-Up Files of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler by E. L. Konigsburg 
(Atheneum) 
1967: Up a Road Slowly by Irene Hunt (Follett) 
1966: I, Juan de Pareja by Elizabeth Borton de Trevino (Farrar) 
1965: Shadow of a Bull by Maia Wojciechowska (Atheneum) 
1964: It's Like This, Cat by Emily Neville (Harper) 
1963: A Wrinkle in Time by Madeleine L'Engle (Farrar) 
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1962: The Bronze Bow by Elizabeth George Speare (Houghton) 
1961: Island of the Blue Dolphins by Scott O'Dell (Houghton) 
1960: Onion John by Joseph Krumgold (Crowell) 
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